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MEN UNDER THE MISTLETOE 








My True Love Gave to Me 
By Ava March 


Alexander Norton loathes the festive season. The revelry of 
the ton is a reminder of Christmas four years ago, when his 
first love, Thomas Bennett, broke his heart and fled to New 
York without a word. So when he encounters Thomas at a 
holiday ball, Alexander is determined not to let on how 
much he still hurts. 


Thomas has returned for one reason only: Alexander. Having 
finally come to terms with his forbidden desires, he will do 
whatever he must to convince Alexander to give their love 
another chance. But instead of the happy, carefree man 
Thomas once knew, Alexander is now hard and cynical. 
Saddened to know he’s to blame for the man’s bitterness, 
Thomas resolves to reignite the passion he knows lies 
hidden behind the wall of disdain... 
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Dear Reader, 


In December 2010 we published our first set of three holiday 
collections. | hoped at the time it would become a Carina 
Press tradition, and I’m pleased that we were able to do this 
again in 2011. 


| invited four authors who have built strong careers in the 
male/male niche to work with me to create this year’s 
holiday collection of male/male novellas. Josh Lanyon, K.A. 
Mitchell, Ava March and Harper Fox each brought their own 
unique voice and flair for storytelling to the Men Under the 
Mistletoe collection to create something truly magical. 


As | read Winter Knights by Harper Fox, Lone Star by Josh 
Lanyon, My True Love Gave to Me by Ava March and The 
Christmas Proposition by K.A. Mitchell, | found myself falling 
in love with the strong men in these stories, just as they fell 
in love with each other. These novellas combine the perfect 
blend of hot chemistry and raw emotion to transport any 
reader to that lovely place of good book glow! 


I’m incredibly pleased to make these stories available to you 
both individually, and as a collection, and | hope you fall in 
love with them just as | did! 


We love to hear from readers, and you can email us your 
thoughts, comments and questions to 
generalinquiries@carinapress.com. You can also interact 
with Carina Press staff and authors on our blog, Twitter 
stream and Facebook fan page. 


Happy reading! 
~Angela James 


Executive Editor, Carina Press 
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www.twitter.com/carinapress 
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Chapter One 


December 1817 
London, England 


The last note of the violins faded into the idle chatter of 
what were surely hundreds of guests, signaling the end of 
the last dance before the midnight supper. Alexander Norton 
quickened his step and weaved through the crowd. He 
tipped his chin up and stretched his spine, trying but failing 
to see over the clusters of people in front of him. Had all of 
London arrived while he had been in the card room? The 
press of bodies certainly contradicted the notion that a fair 
amount of the ton spent the Christmas Season in the 
country. 

He sidestepped around an elderly matron and then came 
to an abrupt halt at the edge of the parquet dance floor. He 
did not need to cast even the most cursory of glances over 
the couples. His gaze somehow knew exactly where to go, 
landing with unerring accuracy on the most handsome man 
to ever grace a ball. 

His pulse simultaneously settled and picked up a gait. He 
didn’t know how it could be possible, but that was how it felt 
whenever he looked upon Thomas Bennett. A distinct sense 
of calm mixed with a brilliant spark of true, pure need. A 
spark that held so much more than mere empty lust or 
infatuation. 

With a tip of his chestnut-brown head, Thomas executed 
a smart bow, bringing the lady’s white-gloved hand up while 
not coming close to the vicinity of his lips. His mouth 
moved, but given the din of voices and the distance of more 
than a few paces, Alexander could not make out his words. 
Likely a thank you for the dance. 


So polite and well-mannered. A smile curved Alexander’s 
lips as pride swelled within him. And he’s mine. Taller than 
most every other gentleman in the room and with a strength 
to his frame that belied his nineteen years, Thomas was not 
only handsome but a dutiful young man who understood his 
function at such affairs. The type mothers coveted to 
partner their unmarried daughters. Not that they ignored 
Alexander. He had been on that floor twice since arriving a 
couple of hours ago with Thomas. His family’s fortune alone 
made him a suitable candidate, never mind that his uncle 
was an earl. But when given the choice, the ladies always 
chose Thomas over himself. 

He did not blame them in the slightest. He was of the 
same age as Thomas and they were both from good solid 
families, but the similarities ended there. At barely five-feet- 
seven and with features that more than approached 
feminine, he wasn’t the sort ladies swooned over. No bother, 
though. It wasn’t the/r attention he sought. 

The girl gave Thomas a curtsey. He placed her hand on 
his arm and escorted her across the dance floor. 

Alexander turned on his heel and plunged back into the 
crowd. As if drawn by an invisible cord, he made his way 
around the room, toward the direction Thomas had gone 
with the girl, and was only held up once. Couldn’t very well 
pretend as if the elbow he clipped with his own did not 
belong to his aunt. He extended his apologies, answered her 
inquiries about Oxford—though he did not elaborate on why 
exactly he enjoyed his studies so immensely—and offered 
his own inquiries into the health of his uncle. Thankfully she 
spotted an acquaintance, saving him from a detailed 
description of his uncle’s gout-ridden foot, and bid him good 
evening before his impatience could show itself. 

He found Thomas near a refreshment table decorated 
with sprigs of holly and laden with silver bowls of punch. 
The spiced scent of the wassail clung to the air, just as the 
girl’s small hand clung to Thomas’s arm. She was gazing up 


at him in rapt attention as he conversed with a woman who 
was likely the girl’s mother judging by the similarity in 
stature. Not a hint of jealousy threatened to disturb the love 
Alexander held tight to his heart. Petite and with guinea- 
gold curls, she was a pretty thing, if one’s interests ran 
toward soft slight curves and demure smiles. But he well 
knew which direction Thomas's interests ran and any 
attempts by the girl to garner more attention than good 
manners dictated would be in vain. 

It had been two months since their first tentative kiss, a 
mere brush of skin against skin that forever changed their 
newfound friendship into something so much more. And to 
think he had dreaded going to Oxford to start Michaelmas 
Term. 

It took considerable effort to tamp down the grin as he 
came to a stop on Thomas’s other side. He felt the change 
in Thomas’s posture immediately. The straightening of his 
broad shoulders, the ever so minor shift of his weight, his 
strong body leaning toward Alexander as if the man’s soul 
knew to whom it belonged. Subtle and so slight Alexander 
doubted anyone noticed, yet he felt it down to his bones. 

Thomas turned his head. Fathomless brown eyes flecked 
with amber met his own. The edges of his lips lifted then the 
polite mask fell back over his features as he turned his 
attention once more to the girl’s mother. “Allow me to 
present my good friend, Mr. Alexander Norton.” Crisp yet 
smooth as warmed velvet, Thomas’s voice washed over 
him. “Norton, Mrs. John Wilcox and her daughter, Miss Susan 
Wilcox.” 

Alexander tipped his head to each woman as Thomas 
made the required introductions then did his best to stand 
quietly and wait, to ignore the impatience stringing his 
nerves taut, as Thomas and the women finished their 
discussion on the recent dry weather. As if Alexander cared 
if it had not rained for three days. 


“We are at home Friday mornings, Mr. Bennett, and 
would so love to see you.” Mrs. Wilcox’s attention flickered 
to Alexander. “And you as well, Mr. Norton.” 

He murmured his thanks, but he would be anywhere but 
in her drawing room come Friday morning. 

“Thank you for the invitation,” Thomas said, smiling 
warmly at the older woman. If Alexander did not know him 
better, he’d almost believe the man genuine in his 
appreciation of the invitation. “Now | must beg your 
forgiveness. We must be on our way. Thank you once again 
for the dance,” he added with a half bow to Miss Wilcox. 

Alexander made to grab Thomas’s hand, to tug him away 
from the women and out of the ballroom, but stopped just in 
time. Instead, he contented himself with walking beside 
Thomas as they made their way to the double doors. 

“Do you wish to stay for the supper?” Thomas asked as 
they weaved around other guests, Alexander staying as 
close to Thomas's side as propriety would allow. “While | 
need to rise early tomorrow to accompany my mother to my 
grandmother’s for a call, | needn’t leave the ball exactly at 
midnight. | can stay another half hour if you’d prefer.” 

“No. No supper.” The words rushed out of his mouth. The 
promise of what midnight would hold had sustained him 
through the ball. Now that the time had arrived, there was 
no way he would welcome a delay. 

“Eager to leave?” Thomas asked, the barest hint of a 
tease beneath the murmured words. 

“Most assuredly.” 

Twenty-two hours since he last had that proper mouth 
beneath his own. Felt more like twenty-two days. 

At Oxford, with its many buildings and their myriad of 
narrow corridors, it was nothing at all to find a brief moment 
alone with Thomas. A kiss before dinner, a delicious touch 
after an hour of study. Quick, hasty moments, the worry of 
detection always too near to linger over long, yet the 
opportunities to indulge abounded. London, with its press of 


social and familial obligations over the Christmas Season 
made their time not their own, never mind the almost 
continual weight of the watchful eyes of others. Yet there 
were chances to be completely alone with Thomas, if one 
was eager enough to find them. Or manufacture them. 

When they reached the entrance hall, a servant handed 
them their greatcoats and Alexander called for the carriage. 
As he slipped on his coat, he took up a place near the front 
door to wait for the equipage to be brought around. 

“Do you think that wise?” Worry pulled Thomas’s brow as 
he watched the footman disappear down a corridor leading 
to the back of the house, toward where the carriages would 
be waiting in the alley. “Won’t your father be put out if he 
finds it missing?” 

He waved off the concern. “Last | saw my mother she 
was happily chatting with a group of friends. My father’s 
ensconced in the card room. Judging by the pile of coins at 
his elbow, he won't wish to leave anytime soon. In any case, 
| already informed him | was borrowing the carriage and 
would send it back once | arrived home.” 

He had left his curricle at the livery and pressed Thomas 
to walk to the ball from White’s for a reason, after all. 

Thomas held his gaze for a moment then understanding 
dawned. His eyes flared then dropped to his polished 
evening shoes. He shifted his weight. The barest hint of a 
blush stained his cheeks. 

Thomas was so physically solid and strong, so confident 
and sure of himself, it was easy for Alexander to forget this 
was all very new to him. Alexander had dallied with a few 
boys back at Eton, though he hadn’t gone so far as to allow 
any to bugger him. Those boys had meant nothing to him. It 
was more desperate adolescents stroking each other off 
under the coarse woolen blankets of their narrow beds than 
anything. Greedy sloppy kisses and sticky hands. But it had 
certainly been more than enough to confirm his suspicions 
that he preferred men. Whereas he was the first man 


Thomas had ever kissed, his quiet confession beneath the 
old oak’s branches, the two of them cloaked in the cool 
October midnight shadows, forever etched in Alexander’s 
memory. 

“I-Il’ve never before...not with another man.” He could 
almost feel Thomas’s warm breath fan his lips. “You’re the 
only one, Sasha.” 

He took a half step closer to Thomas, close enough so his 
shoulder grazed muscular biceps, and brushed his fingertips 
over Thomas’s hand hanging limp at his side. The touch 
casual to any observer, though he swore he could feel the 
heat of the man’s body even through Thomas’s white 
evening gloves and his own. 

“I’ve missed you.” He spoke for Thomas's ears only, so 
softly the words did not even echo off the high ceiling of the 
marble-floored entrance hall, yet he knew Thomas would 
not miss the longing within them. 

Thomas moved not a muscle. He just stood there 
studying his shoes. Alexander’s heart slammed against his 
chest. Then dark eyes caught his beneath the fan of their 
lashes. The barest hint of a nod. A brush of fingertips 
against his own. 

The touch lit up every nerve in his body. A tremble of 
anticipation racked his spine, mixed with the sweet taste of 
relief. He pulled his gaze from Thomas’s and glanced down 
the corridor behind them. That damn footman better hurry. 

Thomas gave his greatcoat a tug to straighten it. “How 
did the cards treat you?” he asked, every trace of hesitation 
gone and as casual as could be, as if Alexander wasn’t on 
the verge of tackling him right there, the butler standing 
guard at the front door be damned. 

“Didn’t leave behind any vowels.” 

“That’s good to hear.” 

A frown threatened to pull his lips. “No need to sound 
surprised. Or relieved. | can hold my own in a game of 
cards.” 


“Didn’t mean to imply you couldn’t. Just...” Thomas 
shrugged. 

“I know. You don’t much care for cards. But as far as 
vices go, it’s not that bad of one.” Most every man in 
London gambled, to the point where it was an expected way 
to pass the hours. Given that Thomas always did what was 
expected of him, one would think he would have no qualms 
at all joining him at the card tables. But rather than allow 
Thomas's disapproval to dampen his spirits, he threw the 
man a smile. “You could do with a bit of vice yourself, 
Bennett.” 

He received an arch of a dark brow. “I have plenty of that 
—” Thomas lowered his voice, “—thanks to you, Sasha.” 

Alexander’s breath caught. He briefly closed his eyes in 
an effort to rein in the sudden surge of lust, to keep it 
hidden from view. 

Absolutely wasted effort. 

And damnation, Thomas had deliberately added the 
Sasha to torment him. Thomas well knew what effect it 
would have on him. After Alexander mentioned his 
grandmother was from Russia, Thomas had started calling 
him Sasha...when they were alone, of course. Thomas was 
the only person who referred to him that way. He was 
Alexander to his family, Norton to his acquaintances, and 
Sasha to Thomas. A name owned solely by the man he 
loved. A name that seemed designed to be whispered in a 
heated rush against his lips. 

A cool draft of air swept into the entrance hall as the 
butler opened the front door. “Mr. Norton, your carriage.” 

It was all he could do not to dart out the door. His 
father’s black town carriage stood at the ready at the foot of 
the stone steps. Another one of their hostess’s footmen had 
the door already open. Rather than immediately enter, he 
paused to give the direction to the driver then followed 
Thomas inside, settling on the black leather bench opposite 
him. 


The door snapped shut. 

“Why are we going to Drury Lane Theatre?” Thomas 
asked. 

“We aren't.” He closed the shade on the window in the 
narrow door, cloaking the interior in almost full darkness. “l 
needed to give the driver a direction and it will do as good 


as any.” 
The carriage lurched forward. 
“But—?” 


Alexander pounced on Thomas, cutting off his words. 

Knees straddling muscular thighs and with his hands 
Cupping that strong jaw, he pressed his lips to Thomas'’s. 
Greedy and impatient, he flicked his tongue against the 
seam of Thomas'’s lips. 

With a groan, Thomas opened his mouth. A silken tongue 
brushed his own. 

Hot and intense, sensation washed over him, filling his 
chest, his heart, his soul. A moan shook his throat. 

By God, it was only like this with Thomas. No other had 
ever come close to rousing these feelings within him. 
Making his pulse pound through his veins and need claw 
desperately at his throat. This was where he belonged. With 
Thomas. In the man’s arms. 

Wiggling closer, he slanted his mouth over Thomas's, 
deepening the kiss. Their tongues twined together. 
Luxurious. Decadent. Yet the faint scratch of stubble just 
beyond Thomas’s lips added a coarseness to the kiss. 
Adding a layer that roused Alexander’s passions like no 
other. A firm reminder with every slant of his mouth that he 
was kissing a man. Kissing Thomas. 

He worked his hands between their bodies, shifting back 
just enough to push the length of Thomas’s greatcoat aside 
to reach the placket of his trousers. Alexander’s fingers slid 
over the buttons, unable to find a firm purchase. He grunted 
in frustration, the sound lost in their kiss. Urgency rode hard 
and heavy, turning his movements jerky, as he tugged off 


his gloves and threw them behind him. He pulled on the 
placket once again, and this time was rewarded as it gave 
way. 

He reached inside, shoving the shirttail aside to loosen 
the string on Thomas’s drawers and push the linen fabric 
down. Grabbing Alexander’s waist, Thomas shifted beneath 
him, lifting his hips and spreading his legs a bit wider. His 
erection sprang free from the confines of his clothing, 
Slapping Alexander’s palm. Alexander’s hips jerked forward, 
his cock hardening to the point of pain, eager to feel the hot 
press of silken skin backed by iron. 

Beyond frantic, he jerked on the placket of his own 
trousers, freeing his cock. Their kiss still unbroken, he 
wrapped his arms around Thomas’s neck, pressed his chest 
to the man’s broad chest and ground his hips, rubbing their 
pricks together. His hoarse groans mixed with Thomas’s. 
Fluid dripped from the head of his cock, slicking Thomas’s 
length just enough to tease, to torment. The friction barely 
on the good side of rough. 

Need pounded fierce and hot through his veins. The 
waistband of his trousers bit into his hips, the buttons on the 
placket digging into his pelvic bone. He hated the clothing 
between them. Hated the way it restricted every movement, 
kept his lover hidden from his touch. He wanted Thomas 
naked. For once, to be able to rub the length of his bare 
body against Thomas’s. To move against him and feel the 
full power of the heat radiating off his body. To feel the first 
beads of sweat as they formed on his lover’s skin. 

Frustration welled up inside him. Damnation, he wanted 
more. So much more. A grunt rumbled his throat. He thrust 
harder, pulling a groan from Thomas, but it wasn’t enough. 

Panting hard, he dragged his lips across Thomas’s cheek. 
“I want you,” he whispered in his ear. 

“I want you, too, Sasha.” 

He could tell Thomas didn’t understand what he truly 
wanted. The reply too quick, flowing too easily off Thomas’s 


tongue without even one hint of hesitation. 

Low and hoarse with bottled-up need, Alexander 
repeated the words, trying to vocalize the need that had 
been building these last two months, since the first moment 
their lips touched. “I want you.” He tilted his hips forward, 
rubbing his entrance over the hard arch of Thomas’s 
erection, the drag of fabric a wicked tease that made his 
muscles clench in anticipation. 

A tremor shook Thomas’s body. Then the man went still. 

The rhythmic clop of the horses’ hooves on the street 
suddenly filled Alexander’s ears. His pulse quickened, 
shortening his breaths with a sudden pinch of nervousness. 
He swallowed hard, pushed back the sharp bite of 
apprehension and squeezed his eyes closed tight. “Please,” 
he whispered against the cravat covering Thomas’s neck. 

Oh dear Lord, please let Thomas want him, too. 

The large hands spanning his waist tightened. Thomas 
lifted his hips. The drag of his cock along the crease of 
Alexander's arse pulled a groan from them both. 

Thomas tipped back his head. “We can’t.” 

Alexander pushed back, but his stare of disbelief was 
surely lost in the darkness of the carriage. “Why not?” 

“We are in a Carriage.” 

“And?” 

“Sasha.” The remonstration was clear in Thomas’s tone. 
“|I won't... Absolutely refuse to... here.” 

The man would not budge. Alexander knew it without a 
doubt. 

They both lived with their parents when in Town. Where 
the hell else besides a carriage could they be so utterly 
alone? 

“Bloody hell.” But the curse did little to ease the brutal 
riot of lust roused far past the point of aggravation. 

“Sasha,” Thomas chided. “Gentlemen do not use such 
language.” 


It was all he could do not to bare his teeth and growl at 
Thomas. Gentlemen did not kiss other men, and they 
certainly did not rut up against one another like dogs in 
heat. But pointing those facts out would only end in an 
argument with Thomas pushing him away. And that was the 
last thing he wanted. 

He dropped his chin to his chest and forced a deep 
breath. Then another. And hell, the head of his cock still 
rested against Thomas’s, and the jostling of the carriage 
was certainly not helping his efforts to think clearly. 

He bit his bottom lip, focused on the pain and not the 
luscious glide along Thomas’s heated skin, as he racked his 
brain. 

His head snapped up. “My father’s hunting lodge.” 

“Tonight?” 

“No. It’s much too late and you need to be home soon. 
Tomorrow. No one will be there this time of year, not even 
the servants. We will be completely and absolutely alone. 
It’s only a few hours’ ride from London. We'll take my 
curricle and only go for the night. No one will miss us. Our 
parents will simply assume we overindulged and spent the 
night at some hell or with friends from university. We’ll be 
back by the next afternoon, no one the wiser, and in plenty 
of time for any Christmas Eve dinner parties.” His gaze 
swept Thomas’s face, but he could not make out even a hint 
of his expression. “Please.” Hell, now he was begging. “l 
want to be with you. Don’t you want to be with me?” 

His hands curled into fists at Thomas’s nape. His entire 
body drew tight against the heavy threat of rejection. He 
had never felt more vulnerable in all his life. He had laid 
bare his desires, opened his heart, his very self to Thomas. 
He needed to be with him. To show Thomas how much he 
loved him. How much he needed him. 

Before Thomas could voice an objection, he slid down 
between Thomas's spread thighs, dropping to his knees. 
Took hold of that thick cock and opened his mouth, taking 


him inside. Thomas’s gasp of surprise turned into a moan of 
utmost pleasure before the crown even bumped the back of 
Alexander’s throat. 

Bobbing up and down, he tried to focus solely on driving 
Thomas over the edge. On taking him to the point where his 
senses were lulled, sated, the fight in him long gone. But 
the glide of his lips over the familiar smooth skin and the 
masculine taste of Thomas on his tongue had an orgasm 
tightening his ballocks, gripping the base of his prick, not to 
be denied. 

His rhythm unbroken, he reached down, grabbed his cock 
and stroked. A hand palmed his skull, urging him onward. 

“Sasha. Sasha...almost there...” 

Tension gripped Thomas’s body then salty heat splashed 
the back of his throat. The climax raced down Alexander’s 
length. It was all he could do to swallow Thomas’s release 
as the orgasm seized his senses and he spilled onto the 
floorboards. 

Pulling free, he forced his limbs to cooperate enough to 
crawl back onto Thomas’s lap. He rested his head against 
his broad shoulder and struggled to catch his breath. 

“Come to the lodge with me. Please.” 

Thomas’s heavy exhale filled the carriage. “All right.” 

Alexander blinked. “All right?” 

“Yes. The hunting lodge. Tomorrow.” 

He slanted his mouth over Thomas’s. The most exquisite 
joy drenched his senses. Thomas's hands drifted down to 
palm his arse, long fingers tickling the crease, a wicked 
glimpse of what less than twenty-four hours would hold. 

Then Thomas gave his arse a light smack. “Up with you 
now. | need to get home before dawn.” 

Reluctantly, he shifted off Thomas’s lap, though he did 
not move back to the opposite bench. After repairing his 
clothes and pocketing his gloves from the floorboards, he 
gave the driver the order to return to Mayfair, to Charles 
Street, to Thomas’s parents’ house. The scent of sex hung in 


the air, much too heavy for his father to mistake it for 
anything but. So he opened the window a bit but left the 
shade drawn, not willing to lose the intimacy of darkness 
quite yet. 

He settled against Thomas's side and placed a hand over 
Thomas’s resting on his thigh. Thomas turned his hand over, 
gloved fingers sliding between his own bare ones. Such a 
simple luxury to be able to hold his hand, yet a luxury 
nonetheless. 

Impatient lust sated, and confident in the knowledge he 
would have Thomas in his arms by dusk tomorrow, he 
soaked up the unprecedented opportunity to simply be with 
the man he loved. To rest his head against Thomas’s 
shoulder and to have his hand in his own without the threat 
of discovery breathing harsh and heavy down their necks. 

There were no words between them. The silence 
companionable and perfect. The chill evening breeze rustled 
the shade, letting in glimpses of the golden light from the 
streetlamps as the carriage wound its way back to Mayfair. 

The carriage came to a stop far sooner than he was 
ready. But there was nothing to be done for it. 

He gave Thomas’s hand a squeeze. “Love you,” he 
whispered. 

He resisted the urge to tighten his grip, to keep Thomas 
with him, as the man’s fingers slipped from his own. Thomas 
shifted beside him then firm lips brushed Alexander’s. Soft 
and light, the fleetest of touches. 

“Good night, Sasha.” 

Then Thomas was gone, the narrow door snapping shut 
behind him. The carriage lurched forward to take Alexander 
the few blocks to his parents’ town house. A smile curved 
his lips as the wait, the anticipation began to build. 

Thomas had agreed. Tomorrow. Tomorrow he would have 
the man all to himself. And not just for a few hasty, stolen 
minutes or even the better part of an hour. But for hours. 
Many of them. One after another. 


A chuckle of pure, giddy excitement shook his chest. 
How the hell was he to get even a wink of sleep tonight? 


Chapter Two 


Shielding his eyes from the force of the afternoon sun, 
Alexander looked left then right. “Turn right.” 

“Are you certain?” 

“Yes.” He did not have to glance to Thomas to see the 
brow arched in disbelief. “I am certain. | remember that 
stone cottage.” He pointed in the direction of the cottage 
situated at the far side of a field. “That road will take us the 
rest of the way to Watford, though we needn’t go that far. 
The hunting lodge is a few miles south of the town. And yes, 
I’ve been there. Quite a few times.” 

A flick of Thomas’s wrists and the team of two moved 
forward. Following Alexander's direction, he turned the 
curricle onto the road. Another deft flick of his wrists and the 
horses slipped into an easy canter. “You’ve never mentioned 
a fondness for hunting before.” 

“Because | don’t have one. My father’s the one with the 
fondness and it took until | was sixteen before he finally 
accepted the fact he could not turn me into a tolerable 
hunting companion. | don’t much care for rising before 
dawn,” Alexander added by way of explanation. “He’s since 
stopped asking me to join him and makes do with just my 
brother who happens to enjoy sunrises. Do you enjoy 
hunting?” 

He had never thought to ask before, though he had no 
doubt Thomas would make an excellent hunter. The man 
had the patience, the steadiness of soul, the task required. 
Hell, Thomas could sit through hour after hour of lessons on 
philosophy and history and literature and never once 
complain about the numbing boredom. 

Thomas shrugged. “I don’t really have much of an 
opinion on it. | go with my father and brothers when they 


ask me to join them. It’s simply something we do every 
autumn.” 

“Just because they ask doesn’t mean you need to say 
yes. If you don’t enjoy it, you shouldn’t agree to go with 
them.” It wasn’t as if Thomas was still an adolescent. He 
was aman, well old enough to object without fear of a 
reprimand. 

Thomas shrugged again. “I don’t much mind. It makes 
them happy.” 

Typical Thomas. Always doing what was expected of him 
without thought to his own desires. But Alexander wanted 
Thomas to be happy. “You should do things for yourself 
every now and then. It would be good for you.” He certainly 
bowed his head and fell into line enough to deserve a spot 
of his own happiness. 

“Really? And how do you term today?” 

Alexander shifted on the bench, turning his shoulders 
toward Thomas. The man kept his gaze straight ahead, his 
attention on the horses as he guided them through a bend 
in the road, the leather lines steady and secure in his large 
hands. The wind ruffled the ends of his short hair. The 
golden rays of the sun caressed his features; the strong line 
of his jaw, the barest hint of his day’s beard, the fan of his 
lashes, the proper mouth pressed in a line of concentration. 

Alexander swore his heart skipped a beat. 

He’s mine. 

A sigh expanded his chest. 

And being with me makes him happy. 

Amazing. So amazing, he could barely wrap his mind 
around the concept. 

Thomas slanted him a glance from the corner of his eye. 
“Yes?” 

Settling back on the bench, Alexander shook his head. He 
was Surely grinning like a fool, but he did not care in the 
Slightest. 


Fields dotted with the occasional tree slipped by on 
either side of them as they traveled along the road. The sun 
warmed his shoulders and glinted off the horses’ coal-black 
coats. The chill wind held a definite bite and the threat of a 
cold night, but it wasn’t enough to make him regret taking 
the curricle. The weather was ideal for a December drive 
through the countryside. But what made the day perfect 
was the man sitting beside him. 

In another couple of hours, they would reach the hunting 
lodge. And the perfect day would give way to an even more 
perfect night. 

A shiver of anticipation gripped him. Grabbed hold and 
built with each passing second, with each easy stride of the 
horses. He wanted to push Thomas to press the team for 
more speed. The horses could take it, the road was in good 
condition, and the curricle was designed for speed. If the 
lines were in his own hands, he’d have the team in a full-out 
gallop. But he’d handed the lines to Thomas back in London 
and couldn’t very well yank them from his grasp now. And 
any efforts by him to push Thomas for more speed would be 
met with an adamant refusal. /t’s not safe. He could almost 
hear the words now. 

No bother. He had asked Thomas to drive for a reason. If 
Alexander recalled correctly, this stretch of road tended to 
be rather not well traveled. 

He tugged off his gloves and stuffed them in the pocket 
of his greatcoat. Then he moved closer, until his hip pressed 
against Thomas’s, and reached under the man’s elbow. 
Doing his best to keep the wicked grin from his lips, he 
rested a hand on Thomas’s thigh. The heat from his body 
seeped through his buckskin breeches, immediately 
warming Alexander’s palm. The powerful muscles tensed for 
a moment then relaxed. Hopefully someday soon that 
reaction, the tightening of his body, like an instinctive flinch, 
would fade to nothingness. But he took comfort in the 
knowledge Thomas no longer speared him with a stare, as if 


he was shocking himself by allowing Alexander to touch 
him. Of course, it hadn’t taken Alexander long to turn those 
old stares into hoarse, desperate murmurs for more. 

Exactly the sounds he wanted to hear right now. A 
prelude, so to speak, to later. 

Slowly, ever so slowly, he slid his hand up Thomas'’s leg, 
nudging the edge of the man’s greatcoat fully aside and 
allowing his fingers to curve inward to brush his inner thigh. 

A tremor shook Thomas's body. Alexander heard his hard 
swallow even above the sounds of hooves pounding against 
the dirt road. 

“Sasha?” 

“Yes?” He coasted his hand up farther, stopping just 
before he encountered the placket of Thomas’s breeches. 

“Do you think that wise?” 

“Yes.” 

“We're on an open road.” 

“Yes.” A brush of his fingertips across the placket. The 
heavy bulk hidden within jumped, the jolt transmitting up 
his arm and landing squarely in his ballocks. He bit back the 
moan. “Have you seen any other carriages on this road?” 

“That doesn’t mean there could not be. | am certain 
others have traveled this way before.” 

“And | am certain you are correct, but there’s no one here 
now.” 

“Sasha...” 

He rubbed his cheek against Thomas’s upper arm ina 
silent plea, the dark fabric of his coat a soft drag against his 
Skin. “Let me, Thomas. Let yourself enjoy it. If we spot 
anyone, l'Il stop before they even get close enough to see 
what we are about.” 

He didn’t wait for a reply. Keeping his touch light, a soft 
tease that could so easily become more, he traced the 
outline of Thomas’s cock beneath the placket then swirled a 
fingertip over the broad head. The length hardened, arching 
against the confines of the fabric, eager to be set free. 


The moment Thomas spread his legs wider, bracing his 
booted feet on the floorboards, Alexander gave him more. 
He pressed his palm over the hard arch and curled his 
fingers around the rigid length as much as he was able, then 
slid his hand up and down in counterpoint to the rhythmic 
Strides of the horses. 

Thomas lifted his hips, pushing into his grip. A wince of 
pleasure crossed his brow. “Ah...Sasha. Your hands always 
feel so good.” 

He couldn’t help but smile. It felt so amazingly wonderful 
to give Thomas pleasure. To know he was the one who had 
turned Thomas’s breaths ragged and made those gasps 
tumble from his lips. 

Setting his teeth against Thomas’s upper arm, he stroked 
faster. The man’s grip on the leather lines tightened. Each 
breath Alexander took was filled with the scents of horses 
and leather, fresh outdoor air and Thomas. 

With his other hand, he grabbed the edge of the bench, 
resisting the nearly unstoppable impulse to tug on the 
placket of his own breeches. To free his aching cock. He 
shifted, trying to find some trace of relief against the 
discomfort but there was none to be found. His erection 
pressed against his clothes hard enough to hurt. Yet he kept 
his hand at his side. He wanted Thomas to bring him to 
climax. He wanted his lover’s mouth on his, his strong bare 
body covering him. Wanted the cock in his hand to be 
buried deep within him as the release claimed him. 

A wave of need almost overwhelmed him. Alexander 
squeezed his eyes shut but it didn’t help in the slightest, 
that image of Thomas naked and crouched above him 
etched in his mind. He groaned, the sound lost in the wind 
blowing past his ears, and pressed even closer to Thomas’s 
side, rubbing up against hard muscles and strong bones. 

Thomas rocked his hips. Short, tight, familiar, almost 
frantic nudges. “Sasha,” he said, the plea clear in his tone. 


In the blink of an eye, Alexander had the placket open 
and he was reaching inside, hand closing over scorching 
skin and leaning under Thomas’s elbow, his mouth on 
Thomas's cock the instant he had the man free of his 
clothes. 

A groan ripped from Thomas’s throat. Seed filled 
Alexander’s mouth. Heat and salt and man. The imminent 
threat of an orgasm clutched his own prick. 

After swallowing the last drop, he pulled free. Head 
bowed between Thomas’s strong thighs, he gritted his teeth 
in an effort to push back the climax and not spill in his 
breeches like a green lad. Damnation, his ballocks hurt. But 
the pain and the wait would be more than worth it. 

A hand rubbed between his shoulder blades. Large, slow 
circles that lulled the sharp, jagged edges off the lust 
spiking his senses. 

“Sasha? Do you...do you want me to...?” 

At any other time, he’d jump at an offer from Thomas to 
stroke him off. To feel the man’s large hand wrapped around 
his cock. Instead, he shook his bowed head, took a deep 
breath and pushed up to swipe his blond hair from his eyes. 
“I’m all right.” An exaggeration if ever there was one, but in 
a few minutes and if he kept his mind to bland topics, 
perhaps his prick would take mercy on him and realize relief 
would not be soon to come. 

Thomas’s gaze swept over his face. Then he nodded. 
“Will you hold these?” 

Alexander stared at the lines held out to him, the leather 
lax and without a bit of tension. He blinked then glanced 
about. The perfectly matched pair stood calmly in the 
traces. “We're stopped.” 

“Didn’t want to risk running your curricle off the road. 
What if we had an accident? Wouldn’t want to be found 
unconscious with my breeches undone.” 

Alexander tugged his gloves from his pocket and pulled 
them on. “Might raise an eyebrow,” he said, taking the 


proffered lines. 

A rueful smile dared to tip the edges of Thomas’s mouth. 
“Indeed.” He quickly repaired his clothing, tucking himself 
back into his breeches and straightening his greatcoat. His 
hand came up to check the knot on his cravat, but he 
needn't have expended the effort. The neat Mathematical 
had not been the least disturbed. 

Alexander handed the lines back to Thomas. He settled 
against the bench and tried to ignore the lingering taste of 
Thomas on his tongue as the man set the team to a smart 
trot. 

The afternoon sun began to creep down the sky. At the 
sight of the small posting inn along the side of the road, 
Thomas suggested they stop for a bite to eat. Though 
impatient to reach the lodge, Alexander could not deny he 
was a bit hungry. Since his father hadn’t visited the lodge in 
weeks and would not think to visit again until after Twelfth 
Night and the holiday festivities were over, the pantry would 
be bare. He had managed to sneak a hamper with a couple 
bottles of wine, some bread and cured meat out of his 
parents’ kitchen, but it was likely best to save it for later 
that evening and tomorrow morning. 

After a tolerable meal of kidney pie and a pint of ale, 
they were back on the road. The occasional carriage they 
passed required that he keep a respectable distance 
between himself and Thomas. Still, the bench wasn’t large 
and just fit two. He felt every casual brush of Thomas’s 
elbow against his own as if it were an intimate caress. Each 
touch ratcheted the anticipation, stringing his senses taut, 
until even the rumble of the carriage wheels against the 
road proved almost too much. The vibrations transmitted 
through the driver’s bench, tickling and teasing his ballocks. 

“There. Turn right.” The words rushed out of his mouth. 

With a nod, Thomas slowed the team and turned the 
curricle onto the narrow drive. Tall trees blocked the setting 
sun, their branches casting the long winding path in cold 


twilight shadows. Alexander crossed his arms, hunching 
within his greatcoat. The crunch of twigs and fallen leaves 
beneath the curricle’s wheels suddenly seemed unnaturally 
loud, echoing off the tree trunks lining the drive. A twinge of 
apprehension seeped into his belly, clashing with the heady 
spike of anticipation. 

Thoughts of what the evening would hold had kept 
Alexander awake for most of the prior night. To have 
Thomas in his arms, as he had wanted him for so long... 
Every fantasy he’d ever had replayed itself in his mind. Kept 
his prick aching with need even after stroking himself off 
twice. 

Soon, so very soon, those fantasies would be mere 
fantasies no more. All those vague bits, those unknown 
moments he quickly skimmed over in the heated rush 
toward a climax, would become startlingly real. 

He wasn’t dim enough to believe there wouldn't be a bit 
of pain involved. The thick cock concealed behind the 
placket of Thomas’s breeches barely fit in Alexander’s 
mouth, and it was going to fit...there? His muscles clenched 
in trepidation. 

Hopefully those boys at Eton who had tried but failed to 
coax him into allowing them to bugger him had not been 
lying about the pain quickly turning into pleasure. 
Regardless, Thomas would make it wonderful. He trusted 
the man completely, and he wanted him more than he ever 
wanted anyone or anything. 

He inched closer to Thomas. Warmth radiated off his 
body. Solid and strong and comforting. 

He laid a hand on Thomas's forearm. “Thank you for 
coming here with me.” 

His attention on the horses, Thomas nodded. 

The trees gave way to a small clearing. The hunting 
lodge wasn’t impressive by any means. His father went 
there to hunt in the surrounding woods and escape the 
activity of London, not to host large gatherings. Simple and 


unassuming, the two-story country house held only two 
bedchambers. 

They would only need one tonight. 

Nervousness tightened his gut. He took a deep breath 
and pushed it aside. / Jove him. “The stable is tucked around 
back. We’ll need to unhitch the horses ourselves since there 
aren’t any servants in residence.” 

Another nod from Thomas. He pulled the team to a stop 
in front of the stables. Alexander hopped out and went to 
stand at the horses’ heads to hold them steady as Thomas 
set to work unhitching them from the curricle. One of the 
horses bumped his nose against Alexander’s arm, wanting 
an affectionate pat, but his attention was fixed on Thomas. 
Eyes downcast, he undid the buckles on the traces, his 
movements efficient and confident yet gentle at the same 
time, so as not to startle the team. 

The trepidation slipped away. A smile curved Alexander’s 
mouth. Yes indeed, tonight would be beyond wonderful. 

When Thomas finished, he came up to take one of the 
horses into the stable. Alexander followed behind with the 
other and led the horse into the second stall. He tried to 
focus solely on the task at hand, but his attention kept 
straying to the man in the stall beside him. The swoosh of 
boots through straw. A pat on a sleek neck. The clink of 
buckles as Thomas unharnessed the other horse. 

Why the hell were those sounds suddenly so erotic? Each 
one made a fresh bolt of anticipation shoot straight to his 
groin. 

Soon those strong hands would be on him. 

The knowledge spurred him to work faster. In no time at 
all, he had the harness hung on a peg in the small tack 
room. He found some hay that did not appear to have 
molded and threw an armload into each stall then filled two 
buckets from the pump at the back of the house. 

Together they pushed the curricle alongside the stable, 
stowing it for the night. He handed Thomas his brown 


leather bag, then grabbed the hamper and his own bag from 
the boot. “Come along. | even remembered to bring the 
key.” 

Doing his best to keep his strides to a walk, he made his 
way to the front of the house, the sound of footsteps 
following behind him. The long shadows of the trees 
stretched across the grass clearing. Twilight was almost 
upon them. If he remembered correctly, there would be a 
candle and tinderbox on the small table right inside the 
door. 

He set the hamper on the stone landing and reached into 
his coat pocket to pull out the brass key. The lock clicked as 
it slid open. His breath caught. 

The hell with the candle. It could wait until later. Until 
after he had run his hands over every inch of Thomas’s bare 
Skin. 

With a hand that shook ever so slightly, he reached for 
the knob and turned it. The door swung open. “Can you grab 
the hamper?” he asked, as he stepped inside. 

But those familiar footsteps did not follow him. 

He turned around. 

Thomas stood at the foot of the stone step, his bag in 
hand and face pale. 

“It’s all right, Thomas. There’s no one here but us.” 

The man stared back at him, silent and still as a statue. 

An ominous fist gripped Alexander’s stomach. “Thomas?” 

“I can’t.” 

Alexander opened his mouth but no words would come 
out. His bag slipped from his limp fingers, landing with a 
resounding thump at his feet. 

“I’m sorry, Sasha.” Thomas turned on his heel and 
walked away from him. 


Chapter Three 


Alexander forced air into his lungs. 

No, no. Thomas wasn’t truly leaving. He wouldn’t do that 
to him. He was just nervous, that was all. 

Heart in his throat, he darted out of the house. 
“Thomas!” 

The man’s long strides did not slacken one bit. 

Alexander caught up to him as he was pulling open the 
stable door. “Thomas, wait. It’s all right. No one is— Wait.” 
Trying his best to hold off the panic quickly rising within, he 
grabbed Thomas's arm. 

Without pausing, Thomas gave his arm a harsh tug, 
jerking free of Alexander’s grasp, and disappeared into the 
Stables. 

Startled, Alexander stopped short. He’s just nervous, he 
reminded himself. They had never done more than bare the 
absolute essentials when together. Sharing a bed was a big 
step. One that obviously caused Thomas some concern. 

Completely understandable. Alexander could admit to a 
bit of nervousness himself. 

“Thomas,” he called, as he entered the stables. He gave 
his eyes a moment to adjust to the darkness. “It’s all right. 
It’s my first time, too,” he admitted. “I understand if 
you’re...nervous.” 

He heard a rustle then Thomas emerged from the tack 
room, a saddle in one arm and a bridle looped over his 
shoulder. The strap of his leather bag was slung across his 
chest. Without even a glance to him, Thomas opened the 
latch on the second stall and went inside. 

“Where are you going?” Dear Lord, was that his voice? 

“| need to leave.” The low words were almost lost in the 
shuffle of straw as Thomas moved to the horse’s side, his 


back to Alexander. 

“Why? There’s no need to leave.” 

Thomas settled the saddle on the horse’s back. 

Alexander gripped the iron bars of the stall door. “Please, 
don’t leave. It’s all right. We don’t have to do anything you 
don’t want to do.” 

Thomas reached beneath the horse’s belly to grab the 
girth. He lifted the saddle flap and pulled the girth up to 
buckle it in place. His shoulders flexed beneath his 
greatcoat. Metal clinked. 

Panic clutched Alexander’s chest, shortening his breaths. 
“The house has two bedchambers. You can have one all to 
yourself, Thomas. Just stay here with me. We don’t have to 
do—” 

“Bloody buckle.” 

His eyes flared. Had Thomas just cursed? 

Thomas’s hands stilled under the flap. He bowed his 
head. His sigh filled the stable, but it did absolutely nothing 
to ease the tension gripping his frame. “I’m sorry. | should 
not have agreed to come here with you.” 

It was all Alexander could do to keep the gasp inside. He 
swore his heart stopped. 

A strange sort of numbness descended over him, a thick 
stifling blanket that wiped every thought from his mind. He 
could do nothing but watch as Thomas slipped the bridle on 
to the horse. 

The reins in one hand, Thomas tugged the animal around 
to the door. “Will you open the door?” he asked, his 
handsome face devoid of all expression and his gaze fixed 
on a spot over Alexander’s shoulder. 

No! 

But before he was even aware of it, he was swinging the 
door open. He took a step back, allowing Thomas to pass. Of 
their own accord, his feet took him out into the small stable 
yard. 


Thomas stopped the horse and flicked the reins over its 
head. 

“It’s getting dark. It’s not safe to ride at night.” The 
words popped out of his mouth before they formed in his 
mind. 

Thomas shook his head, dismissing the concern. “I'll rent 
a horse at the inn we stopped at for dinner and have a 
groom return your horse.” 

“But now that the sun’s gone down, it’s getting cold. And 
what if it rains? You could catch a chill.” 

“It won’t rain.” He swung up into the saddle. 

Desperation clogged Alexander’s throat. No, this was not 
happening. Thomas was not actually leaving him. 

He moved to stand at the horse’s side. Dared to reach 
out and lay a pleading hand on Thomas's knee. “Don’t go.” 
He tipped his face up, willing Thomas to look at him. But the 
man’s attention was fixed on the reins as he gathered them. 
“Please. | love you.” 

Thomas’s gloved hands tightened on the reins. His lashes 
swept down. A wince flickered across his features. Then he 
nudged the horse with his heels and left Alexander standing 
in the stable yard. 


The servant pushed from her knees to stand in front of the 
fireplace. Hands clasped before her, she turned to face him. 
“Is there anything else you need, Mr. Bennett?” 

Thomas shook his head. 

“Perhaps something from the kitchen?” she asked, a 
tentative smile on her lips. 

He shook his head again. 


“I could fetch you a cup of tea or coffee.” She tucked a 
loose strand of hair behind her ear. It was the exact same 
Shade as Sasha’s. A rich honey-blond, the ends so pale as to 
almost appear white under the sun that afternoon. 

His grip tightened on the handle of his bag. 

“Or brandy, if ye’d care for a glass.” 

All he wanted was for her to leave. 

He gave her another mute shake of his head. 

The smile faltered. “All right then.” She tugged on her 
white apron. “If you have need of anything, simply ring. A 
good evening to you, sir.” The girl bobbed a short curtsey 
and finally left the room, leaving him alone. 

He dropped his bag to the floor and sat on the edge of 
the narrow bed. The flames in the hearth crackled and 
popped, soon to take the chill out of the small room. But he 
doubted it could warm him. He felt cold from the inside out, 
as if a bone-deep chill had lodged itself into his very soul. 

Leaning forward, he rested his elbows on his knees and 
dropped his head into hands that were still shaking. 

What was he doing here? When he had reached the inn, 
he had not been able to get the request out to rent a horse 
and continue on to London. He should have tried harder. He 
needed to get back to London before his father noticed he 
was gone for the night. What if his father caught him 
walking through the front door in the morning? How could 
Thomas look him in the eye? If the man ever found out why 
he had gone to the hunting lodge with Sasha, never mind 
the fact Thomas had left before he could prove himself a 
sodomite, he would disown him. 

Turn his back on him and cast him off from his family, 
and rightly so. No man would be proud to call someone like 
him son. 

He flinched against the sharp jab of self-disgust. He 
should have never come to the country with Sasha. Should 
have never pressed his lips to that beautiful mouth. Never 
given in to those desires. If he had kept them locked up 


tight, where they needed to remain, they would have 
eventually died away and he would not be at this little inn 
along the road to London. 

He would not have left Sasha all alone at that house. 

A harsh cringe squeezed his eyes closed tight. Spearing 
his fingers into his hair, he clutched his skull, but it did 
nothing to stem the brutal riot within, the push and pull that 
threatened to tear him apart. 

“What’s wrong with me?” 

The question hung in the air. Mocking him. Taunting him. 
The unmistakable desperation a reminder he still, after all 
this time, had not found the answer. 

Why couldn't he be like his brothers? Why did the sight of 
a beautiful woman spark nothing more than mere 
appreciation? Why didn’t he want them? It wasn’t as if he 
had not tried. He had kissed women, held them in his arms, 
touched them. Yet not one could rival the sensation of 
Sasha’s full lips against his. The taste of him. The feel of his 
sleek body pressed against his. The absolute and utter 
rightness of it, as if he had finally found home. 

He let out a groan, deep and low and filled with gut- 
wrenching frustration. 

No! Those sensations were not right. Men did not have 
this desire, this need for another man. Men married women, 
fathered children. What Sasha intended them to do tonight 
—hell and damnation, what Thomas wanted from him!— 
could see them hanged. 

As he had stood there watching Sasha unlock the front 
door of his father’s hunting lodge, the ramifications of 
walking through that door had rushed upon him. Swift, 
brutal and fierce, vanquishing every trace of the desire that 
had driven him to that spot. He had not been able to follow 
Sasha into that house. Could not allow himself to do it. It 
would make those feelings—the ones he should not even 
have—much, much too real. 


He should not feel this pull toward Sasha. He should be 
able to look upon him with nothing more than friendship. He 
should be able to stand close to Sasha and not need to fight 
the urge to take him in his arms and hold him close. 

But he hadn’t been able to resist. Had not been strong 
enough to resist Sasha. How could he, when mere proximity 
alone roused a desperate yearning to be like Sasha—brave 
and confident in his own skin, unashamed of his desires. 
When just one kiss made those worries temporarily slip 
away. When it felt so good to simply be near him. 

The glint in his light blue eyes whenever he looked at 
Thomas. The smile that lit up Sasha’s entire face. The one 
that warmed Thomas from the inside out, stronger than the 
full force of the summer sun, and made his heart swell with 
pure happiness. 

“Please. | love you.” Desperate and pleading and filled 
with undeniable hurt, Sasha’s voice echoed in his ears. 

Pain lanced across his chest, stealing the breath from his 
lungs. 

Good Lord. What had he done? 


He’ll come back. Thomas wouldn't leave me. 

The words repeated in Alexander’s head, over and over, 
his gaze fixed on the dirt drive leading up to his father’s 
hunting lodge. 

He'll come back. 

He had simply been scared. Thomas had never even 
kissed another man before Alexander. Clearly, Alexander 
had pushed for more than Thomas was ready to give. The 
man just needed some time on his own, to get past the 
initial shock of having the moment before them. Then 
rational thought would descend and he would come back to 
him. 


One did not abandon someone one loved, and Thomas 
loved him. Alexander did not need to hear the words to 
know it as fact. He felt it. Hell, he had felt it in their very first 
kiss. 

Thomas wouldn't leave me. 

Alexander held tight to his trust in Thomas, clung to it 
with all his might. No need to take the other horse to look 
for him. In any case, Thomas could be anywhere. Best to 
remain exactly where he was and not risk getting lost in the 
countryside. While he had been able to find the way to the 
lodge with little problem, it had been years since he had 
been there and his sense of direction wasn’t something he 
would ever place even a one shilling bet on. And the last 
thing he wanted was for Thomas to return and find him 
gone. 

No, no. He needed to remain exactly where he was. 

He shifted his weight, the dirt of the stable yard 
crunching beneath his boots, and wrapped his arms across 
his chest to ward off the cold December evening. His 
attention did not once leave the drive as twilight gave way 
to night. 

Silence pressed against his ears. Absolute and complete. 
Almost deafening in its intensity. 

Alexander hugged himself tighter. Shoulders hunching, 
he huddled within his coat in a failed effort to find a trace of 
warmth. 

He'll come back to me. 

Thomas would not leave him here for the night. If nothing 
else, he knew Alexander did not much care for being alone 
in the dark. 

A shiver gripped his spine. 

He shifted his weight again. The crunch of dirt beneath 
his boots bounced off the trees, unnaturally loud. Then he 
went still and peered into the blanket of darkness 
surrounding him. The weak moonlight was just enough to 


make out the indistinct shapes of the trees. But he swore he 
had heard... 

There it was again. The faint rhythmic pound of hooves. 

His heart leaped into his throat. The most profound relief, 
sweet and pure and light as air, began to wash over him. 

Then an ice-cold chill vanquished every trace of relief. 

That was the sound of more than one horse approaching. 

A tremble began in his knees. His breaths turned short, 
Shallow, hitching in his chest. He swallowed hard and forced 
his spine to straighten as two horses stopped before him, 
one slightly back a bit from the other. 

“This your horse?” The pitch of the voice and the slight 
build of the shoulders indicated the speaker must be an 
adolescent. 

“Yes.” Though the weak moonlight shrouded any 
identifying details, he knew without a doubt the horse the 
groom had led to the stable yard was his own. 

“| was paid to return him to this stable. Wasn’t expecting 
anyone to be waiting. Need me to put him up?” 

Alexander shook his head. He forced his feet to move, to 
take him to his horse’s head so he could grab the reins from 
the groom. 

“Good evening.” The groom tugged on the brim of his 
hat, giving Alexander a nod. He turned his own horse and 
cantered out of the stable yard. 

Alexander’s mind was strangely blank, his limbs 
operating of their own volition as if separate from himself, 
as he unsaddled the horse and put the animal in the second 
stall. He hung the bridle on a hook outside the stall and set 
the saddle on the ground, leaning it against the wall. 

He slid the latch on the stall door home. 

He’s not coming back to me. 

A strangled sob shook his throat. 

Thomas doesn’t love me. 

His legs gave out from under him. He crumpled to the 
dirt aisle. Pressed his palms hard against his eyes. But it 


was no use. 
Head bowed between his knees, sobs racked his body as 
his heart broke into a thousand tiny pieces. 


Chapter Four 


December 1821 
London, England 


Thomas’s heart slammed against his ribs as he came to a 
stop on the second to last step of the grand staircase 
leading to the ballroom. If Sasha wasn’t here, then he would 
have to give up the search for the night. Declare defeat and 
start anew in the morning with another call to the man’s 
town house, the address of which he obtained from his first 
stop at Sasha’s parents’ home. But when he had made his 
inquiries at White’s not two hours ago, Lord Benjamin 
Parker, an old acquaintance from his short time at Oxford, 
had said Sasha mentioned attending a ball that night. Which 
ball specifically, Parker hadn’t a clue. Given it was the first 
week of the Christmas Season, there were a good number of 
card-parties, balls, routs and dinners underway. But at least 
Parker had provided some information for Thomas to narrow 
his search. 

If only the post-chaise from Plymouth had not been 
delayed, then he could have been at White’s while Sasha 
had been there and he would not be walking into his second 
ball of the evening at well beyond midnight with the 
probability of locating Sasha dwindling fast. 

After what felt like near endless weeks to cross the 
Atlantic...Christ, after waiting four years, one night should 
not seem like any amount of time. A mere whisper of a 
delay. But every night for the past month, since he had 
made the decision to return to England, he had fallen asleep 
clinging to the promise of this night. The chance of it 
passing without laying eyes on Sasha... 


A wince compressed his lips. No. He mustn’t focus on the 
possibility of defeat, no matter how heavily it loomed over 
his head. Even if the night ended with disappointment, there 
was always tomorrow and the next day and the day after. 
Sasha was in London. He would find him eventually, and he 
would not stop searching until he did. 

When he found him though...well, therein lay its own set 
of worries. During the long sea voyage to Plymouth, he had 
come to terms with the possibility of rejection. Acquainted 
himself with the notion and tried to prepare for the 
accompanying crushing disappointment. A very likely 
outcome given how they had last parted, never mind that 
Thomas had not returned to Oxford and in fact done 
everything in his power to avoid coming face to face with 
Sasha since that night. One couldn’t get much farther from 
London than New York. Still, he could not help but hope with 
all his heart that Sasha could find it within himself to forgive 
him. 

He had to, right? Sasha had loved him once. Surely 
Thomas had not single-handedly destroyed every trace of 
that love. Surely some bit remained, even if only the 
memory of it. 

Reassured, he pulled his shoulders back and forced his 
attention to the crowd of people before him. His gaze 
instinctively went to the far corner of the ballroom, to where 
a small group of gentlemen stood near the refreshment 
table. 

His heart skipped a beat. A smile curved his mouth. 

It felt so good to simply lay eyes on Sasha. His gaze 
traced Sasha’s profile, the straight line of his refined nose, 
the graceful curve of his high cheekbones, those familiar full 
lips. He did not know how it could be possible, but Sasha 
was even more beautiful than Thomas remembered. 
Perhaps it was the cut of his black coat or merely the 
distance separating them, but if he wasn’t mistaken, 
Sasha’s shoulders appeared broader. And his hair was 


longer, the honey-blond waves just grazing the stark white 
cravat covering his nape. 

Sasha made to bring his glass to his mouth but paused, 
the cut crystal suspended inches from his lips. His head 
turned. Large light blue eyes met Thomas'’s. 

The noise of the ballroom, the chatter of hundreds of 
people and the music from the quintet, faded to 
nothingness. 

A furrow flickered across Sasha’s brow, then he turned 
his attention back to his acquaintances. 

Thomas flinched. While he had hoped to receive one of 
Sasha’s bright smiles, he had been prepared for shock and 
even anger. A dispassionate cut? As though Thomas meant 
no more to him than an anonymous guest at the ball? Not in 
the least prepared for that. 

And not a good sign at all. That brief furrow of his brow 
indicated Sasha had recognized him. 

His pulse skittered through his veins. He clenched his 
hands tight at his sides in an effort to will the tremor away. 
The heavy promise of rejection made it so very tempting to 
turn on his heel and leave the ballroom. To run like a 
coward, just as he had done four years ago. 

No. 

He kept his feet rooted to the floor. He would not run. He 
was not that same nineteen-year-old boy, frightened out of 
his wits by his own desires. He had not come all this way to 
be put off by a mere cut. Quite honestly, he deserved that 
cut. 

Sasha looked toward the tall clock in the corner behind 
the refreshment table. After draining the contents of his 
glass, he dropped it on the tray of a passing servant. A tip of 
his head to his fellows, and he turned and disappeared out 
the double doors to the back terrace. 

Sasha had to know Thomas was watching him. Had he 
left the ballroom deliberately? A test to see if Thomas would 
follow? 


He would certainly pass that test. 

Not even five paces into the ballroom he met with a 
delay in the form of his uncle. His father’s brother, not the 
little sooken of brother of his mother, Mr. Grantham, who 
had done something so scandalous as to seek his fortune as 
a hotelier in America. Thomas much preferred that uncle 
over this one. 

“Thomas—” his uncle thrust out his hand to him, “—good 
to see you, boy.” 

He shook his uncle’s hand. “Good to see you, too, Uncle. 
| hope all is well.” 

“Very well. Your father did not mention you were in Town. 
Did you finally tire of being under Grantham’s thumb?” He 
didn’t wait for a response. “Good, good. We have you back 
where you belong on English soil. You are staying, aren’t 
you?” 

“I have not yet decided,” Thomas replied, though in 
actuality the decision rested in Sasha’s hands and not his 
own. 

“Haven't decided?” His uncle frowned, doing a very good 
imitation of a confused mastiff. 

“Do you at least plan to remain until the New Year?” 

“That is my hope.” 

“Well, you must stay. And your mother must be delighted 
you've returned.” 

Not about to disagree with his uncle and thus prompt 
further discussion, Thomas merely tipped his head. As he 
had taken a cab directly to Warren’s Hotel upon arrival in 
London and from there began his search for Sasha, he had 
not yet stopped in to visit his parents. In any case, he rather 
doubted his mother had ever felt an emotion as strong as 
delight where it concerned him. New gowns were delightful. 
He was not. 

His attention skipped over his uncle’s shoulder to the 
double doors on the far side of the room. Darkness backed 
the many neat panes of glass. 


Eager not to leave Sasha waiting too long, he gave his 
uncle a short bow. “If you will excuse me, | must be on my 
way, Uncle.” 

“Yes, yes, of course. And l'Il expect an invitation from 
your mother soon for supper. Celebrate your return and all.” 
With that, his uncle left him, going in the general direction 
of what was likely the card room judging by the two elderly 
gentlemen who emerged from the door along the wall of the 
ballroom. 

A celebratory supper hosted by a mother who had not 
written to him once since he left England? What a farce that 
would be, and one he was certain his mother would preside 
over. One must maintain appearances, after all. 

How had he ever let propriety and concerns over how 
others perceived him influence him? He had grown so 
accustomed to working side by side with people who judged 
one on their merits, he had not realized just how superficial 
London was. What had once been of paramount importance 
now seemed so...hollow. If he peeled back the thin veneer of 
proper decorum from the ton, he would not be surprised to 
find absolutely nothing of any substance beneath it. 

Well, there was one individual amongst the ton who had 
a great deal of substance to him. Hopefully that man had 
not grown irritated at the wait. Well, if Sasha was in fact 
waiting for him. He could have very well left the ball, gone 
out the back in an effort to avoid him. 

No way to know unless Thomas went out those double 
doors. 

Fortunately, he was able to avoid the notice of any other 
family members that might be in attendance or of any old 
acquaintances. In a matter of moments, he was shutting 
one of the double doors behind him. He stepped beyond the 
pool of golden light that fell through the glass panes and 
gave his eyes a moment to adjust to the darkness. 

A full moon hung high in the sky, gilding the back garden 
in silvery light. A breeze which carried a hint of dampness 


Slid around him. To think he had once considered the winters 
cold in London. The night was downright mild compared to 
the frigid temperatures that gripped hold of New York. He 
scanned the terrace which stretched across a good portion 
of the back of the mansion and then scanned the 
Surrounding grounds. No sign of Sasha, or anyone else for 
that matter. 

Undeterred, he took the stairs and followed the dirt path 
that led into the garden. Neatly manicured hedges of about 
chest height bordered the path. He stretched out a hand, 
brushed one of the bushes and then stopped in his tracks. 

The night air carried the sound of a muted voice. A male 
voice. Then the distinct sound of footsteps on wooden 
floorboards. He peered into the darkness, but he could not 
make out what was hidden behind the small cluster of trees 
ahead. 

He heard the crunch of dirt beneath shoes before a figure 
appeared from around a bend in the path. Tall as himself 
and broad of shoulder. His heart did not even have the 
chance to leap on to the possibility before it became 
obvious the man was not Sasha. 

“Pardon,” the man said, gruff with impatience, as he 
brushed past Thomas. 

Thomas’s head snapped over his shoulder. His eyes 
narrowed. Why had that man been buttoning his coat? 

He looked back up the path, beyond it to the cluster of 
trees which likely hid a gazebo or similar ornamental 
structure common in the gardens of the aristocracy. 
Suspicion formed in the pit of his stomach. 

His strides now swift, he continued along the path and 
found a white gazebo in a clearing beyond the trees. Inside 
was none other than Sasha. Even with his hands braced on 
the far rail, slumped back to Thomas and golden head 
bowed, he knew it was him. 

His footsteps echoed on the wooden steps as he went 
inside. “Who was that man?” 


Sasha straightened. For a long moment, not a sound 
broke the silence. Then Sasha turned to face him. “Linus 
Radcliffe.” 

Radcliffe? The man was a known rake of the worst order, 
or at least he had been before Thomas had left London. Hot 
and swift, jealousy coursed through his veins at the mere 
thought of Radcliffe laying even one hand on Sasha, never 
mind whatever had necessitated buttoning his coat 
afterward. “You were meeting with him?” 

“In what fashion does it concern you?” 

None. Thomas had no right at all to jealousy. Yet he could 
not deny it, and it hurt tremendously to know Sasha had left 
the ball to meet another man when he knew Thomas was 
there. 

And in a gazebo out of doors, no less, where anyone 
could have walked by and seen him. Had the man no sense? 

“Why are you here?” Sasha asked, breaching the 
distance between them. 

He stopped less than a pace from Thomas. So close, the 
night air carried the scent of his skin, of Sasha, awaking old 
memories he would never forget. Had never been able to 
forget, no matter how he had once tried. 

It had been so very hard, coming to terms with the 
feelings Sasha roused within him. He’d spent a good three 
years fighting them, but even working himself from dawn 
until past dusk for endless days managing one of his uncle’s 
hotels had not done a bit of good to rid Sasha from his 
thoughts or from his heart. And the past few months... He 
resisted the urge to shake his head at himself. Why had he 
thought someone else could possibly take Sasha’s place? 
Ridiculous, and a pathetically desperate notion. 

But if nothing else, the time apart simply reinforced what 
he’d known from the first moment he’d pressed his lips to 
Sasha’s—that there would be no one else for him. 

“Why are you here?” Sasha demanded again. 

“I wish to speak with you, Sasha.” 


Sasha glared at him. A shiver gripped Thomas’s spine. He 
felt the chill in that stare, even in the darkness of the 
shadows. A firm reminder Thomas no longer deserved the 
use of the intimate name, but he couldn’t bring himself to 
call him by his family name. The man could never be 
anyone but Sasha to him. 

“About?” 

He shrugged, distinctly uncomfortable in the face of 
Sasha’s obvious hatred, and well deserved hatred at that. 
“It has been some time since we have spoken.” 

“And with good cause.” Sasha flicked his fingers, an 
impatient little motion for Thomas to move aside. “I need to 
return to the ballroom.” 

He stood his ground. “I wish to speak to you.” 

The shadows from the wooden beams overhead could 
not mask the way Sasha’s beautiful features hardened. “We 
have nothing to discuss.” 

“Yes, we do.” 

“No. You left me,” Sasha shot back, the iron in his tone 
poorly masking the pain behind the words. 

Thomas flinched. Sasha might as well have punched him 
in the gut, for the effect was the same. The wind knocked 
from his lungs, his senses left reeling. 

As he stood there, struggling to gather the words within, 
the ones he promised himself to speak to Sasha, all those 
apologies and pleas for his forgiveness, Sasha cursed under 
his breath. With a hand on the rail, he vaulted out of the 
gazebo, landing on sure feet in the small space between two 
low bushes. 

A tug on his coat, and Sasha disappeared down the path, 
without one glance behind him. 


Chapter Five 


Alexander drained the last of his glass and poured himself 
another from the decanter on his dresser. He took a long 
swallow, but the whisky did nothing to ease the tension in 
his spine. 

“Goddamn him!” 

Glass in one hand, he tugged at the knot of his cravat 
with the other. The knot gave way and with a harsh jerk, he 
pulled the long length from his neck. 

How dare Thomas just...appear like that? After four 
years? 

He flung the cravat to the floor and took another long 
swallow of whisky. And why was Thomas back in Town? If he 
thought he could simply walk back into his life... 

“Bloody fucking—” teeth bared, he let out a low growl, 
struggling to find the right word, “—damn bastard!” 

Not even close. Doubtful there was a vile enough word 
that could come close to satisfying the noxious mixture of 
frustration and fury that churned through his veins. 

There had been a time when he would have given 
anything for a chance to speak to Thomas. A word, a letter, 
anything. A time when he would have traded his very soul 
for the man to return to him. 

That time had long passed. 

Not that Thomas had returned to London specifically for 
him. Hell no. That would imply— 

He went still and listened. 

There it was again. The muffled sound of a knock on the 
front door. 

“Damnation.” He had been clear enough with Radcliffe in 
the gazebo. He was no longer in the mood to suck him off. 


Any trace of desire to engage in a tryst had died the 
moment he’d laid eyes on that damn, cold-hearted bastard. 

And why the hell had Thomas returned? Why now of all 
times? As if he needed a reminder of exactly why he loathed 
the Christmas holiday. 

He let out another growl, the sound rumbling around him. 
With a sharp smack, he slammed the empty glass down 
onto the dresser. 

Stepping over the black coat and pale blue waistcoat 
he’d earlier thrown to the floor, he left his bedchamber. 

A knock sounded yet again on the door. 

Did Radcliffe intend to wake his neighbors? He quickened 
his pace as he went down the two flights of stairs that would 
take him to the entrance hall. But persistence would get 
Radcliffe nowhere. Alexander dallied with him on occasion, 
and certainly enough for Radcliffe to have no qualms 
knocking on his door so late at night. And he did consider 
the man a friend. A rather good one at that. But tonight... 
Tonight, he could go bugger himself for all Alexander cared, 
nor did he care if he gained his friend’s displeasure. The 
man would just need to learn to live with disappointment. 
Alexander certainly had. 

His footsteps echoed off the marble floor of the entrance 
hall, mixing with the sound of another crisp knock. He 
reached for the brass knob, turned it and flung the door 
open. “I told—” 

The words stopped in his throat. 

“Good evening, Sasha.” 

The shock vanished. He called upon the anger and 
frustration, held tight to it to cover the sharp lance of pain. 
How he hated that pain. Hated that it was still there buried 
deep within. 

Squaring his shoulders, he glared at Thomas. 

To Thomas’s credit, he didn’t avert his eyes but kept his 
chin up. “I was hoping you would answer the door.” 


“There’s no one else here to see to the task. The 
servants have already returned home for the night.” He 
preferred his nights to be free from even the possibility of 
curious servants, yet he suddenly wished he kept a night 
butler who could send Thomas away for him. 

“You had said you intended to return to the ballroom, but 
| didn’t spot you anywhere.” His gaze swept the length of 
Alexander's body, settling on his bared throat. His eyes 
briefly flared. Thomas dropped his voice, yet the low rumble 
couldn’t hide the censure. “Do you have a guest?” 

He should say yes. The damn prude clearly had not liked 
the thought of him meeting Radcliffe in the gazebo. But 
Alexander kept his jaw clamped shut and stared at him. 

Thomas must have interpreted his silence as a no, for he 
asked, “Will you allow me inside?” 

Hell and damnation, the man had ballocks. “Why should 
|?” 

“I wish to speak to you.” 

“And I’ve already told you, we have nothing to discuss.” 

“Yes, we do.” Thomas flicked a glance behind him, 
toward the empty street and the town houses lining the 
other side of Brook Street. “Please, Sasha.” 

Raw pain skittered along his nerves. Alexander’s hand 
curled into a tight fist. One more time, and Thomas would 
get a fist to his jaw, if for no other reason than to shut him 
up. 

Silence stretched between them. Thomas did not move, 
did not offer up another plea. He stood there, resolute and 
unbending. 

Bloody hell. The man would not budge. Alexander knew it 
without a doubt. 

So tempting to slam the door in his face. To leave him 
there. Alone. Just as Thomas had left him. Just as Thomas 
would surely leave him again. To give him a tiny taste of the 
confusion and anguish that had long consumed him by the 


time that fateful night had finally given way to the first rays 
of dawn. But... 

Christ, he wouldn’t get a wink of sleep knowing Thomas 
stood outside his door. And he wouldn’t put it past him to 
remain there on the stone step all night. 

Alexander turned on his heel. Best to get it over and 
done with, and then he could go back to forgetting that he’d 
ever been fool enough to put his heart in another’s hands. 

Familiar footsteps followed behind him, paused as the 
front door clicked shut and then continued to follow him up 
a flight of stairs and into the darkened study. 

Alexander grabbed a candle from the fireplace mantel 
and stooped down to light it from the still-hot coals in the 
hearth. The wick flared to life. Keeping his back to Thomas, 
he set the silver candlestick back on the mantel. As he 
stared at the flickering flame, the question that had 
occupied his mind for the past couple of hours, since he had 
spotted Thomas at the foot of the ballroom’s stairs, popped 
out. “Why did you come back to London?” 

Thomas had left four years ago. Hadn’t showed up for 
the next term at Oxford. Had vanished without even the 
courtesy of a goodbye. It wasn’t until Alexander returned to 
London after that long, lonely Hilary Term that he had heard 
Thomas had gone to New York. 

Still, he had waited, broken heart still aching, desperate 
for some form of acknowledgment from Thomas. Something 
to show the man had indeed at one point cared for him. 
Alexander had let the excuses for his silence build as day 
after day the post had arrived without a note bearing 
Thomas’s neat masculine hand, until time had ripped all 
those excuses from his grasp and left him with nothing but 
the truth. 

Floorboards creaked faintly behind him. “I came back for 
you.” 

Alexander fought the urge to flinch. 


Not fair. Not in the slightest. Thomas had no right to that 
answer. 

“You have my apologies, for what they are worth, for the 
way in which we parted,” Thomas said. 

“The way we parted?” Alexander asked, cynicism 
drenching his voice. He whirled about and found Thomas a 
step from him. Tall and broad of shoulder, the man’s very 
presence seemed to take up every available inch of space in 
the room. 

Thomas tipped his head in acknowledgement to the truth 
in Alexander’s accusation. “The way / left your father’s 
hunting lodge.” 

The way you left me! 

Alexander crossed his arms over his chest, as if it could 
somehow keep the man out. “I heard you went to New 
York.” 

“Yes. | went to work for my uncle. | managed one of his 
hotels.” 

“| don’t recall you ever mentioning such a desire.” He 
hadn’t even known Thomas had an uncle in New York, never 
mind one who was a hotelier, until the gossip had reached 
his ears. 

“Because | didn’t. At least not before | booked passage 
on the ship that took me to America.” 

“And you’re back now.” 

Thomas tipped his head. “Yes. | came back for you.” 

Liar! 

It was all he could do to keep from slinging the word at 
Thomas. If Thomas truly cared enough to come back for him 
and only him, he’d have at the very least written him a note 
at some point during the past four years. 

“I came back to apologize.” Regret heavy in the brown 
depths of his eyes, he held Alexander’s gaze. “I am sorry.” 

All the apologies in the world could not take back the 
hurt. The all-encompassing pain that had driven him to his 
knees and kept him there for endless hours. The memory 


rushed upon him, swift and violent in its intensity. So fresh, 
he could feel the warm tears that had covered his palms. 

To think he once believed Thomas cared for him. Loved 
him even. How foolish he had once been. 

Never again. 

“Apology conveyed. You can leave now,” he said, pointing 
around Thomas’s shoulder toward the open door. He 
sidestepped around Thomas and did his best to keep his 
strides to a walk as he escaped the study and went up to his 
bedchamber. 

Alexander flung the door shut. 

A sharp slam cracked through the room. 

He grabbed the decanter of whisky and poured another 
glass, the amber liquid splashing against the crystal 
tumbler. Damnation, his hands were shaking. 

He brought the glass to his lips and tried not to listen for 
the sound of the front door closing. 


Thomas turned the knob, pushed open the door Sasha had 
slammed shut and hesitated but a fraction of a second 
before crossing the threshold of what could only be Sasha’s 
bedchamber. A gray damask coverlet was folded back 
exposing the white sheet, as though Sasha had been 
preparing for bed...thankfully alone. A black coat, the 
sleeves turned inside out, a light blue waistcoat anda 
wrinkled white cravat were strewn across the polished 
floorboards. The drapes on the two windows were closed 
tight, with only a candle on the bedside table illuminating 
the room. 

Sasha stood before a mahogany dresser, his white- 
shirted back once again to him. Black trousers hugged his 
narrow hips. The nearby candle provided just enough light 
to give a hint of the body beneath the fine lawn shirt. The 
sleek, almost frail frame was a thing of the past. In its place 


were strong shoulders and solid, compact muscles. A visible 
reminder of the years that had passed. 

The click of glass against wood echoed in the room as 
Sasha set an empty tumbler on the dresser. He did not 
make another move or say one word to acknowledge 
Thomas’s presence. Silence hung thick in the air, a heavy 
oppressive force. Silence that said quite eloquently Sasha 
did not want him there. 

He shouldn’t intrude, but he couldn’t leave. Not yet. Not 
until he had tried to explain, to put something behind his 
apology that could possibly make Sasha understand why he 
had left him so long ago. And he could not possibly leave 
until he had done everything in his power to try to repair the 
damage he’d caused. 

He had expected resistance, even acquainted himself 
with the possibility of defeat. But he had not expected in the 
least to find the man so altered. 

His heart hurt, weighing down his chest, his soul, as 
though mourning the loss of a best friend. Yet he was the 
one who had stuck a knife in that young man’s heart. All the 
sweetness, the youthful eagerness was gone from Sasha. 
The smiles erased from his features as if they had never 
existed. Yes, the years would have aged him even if Thomas 
had not left him. But if he had stayed, or at the least 
returned that night, Sasha would have become a very 
different man. He knew it in his bones. 

The regret he’d felt upon walking into the ballroom 
earlier tonight, the regret that had filled those years apart, 
could not begin to compare to what now filled his entire 
being. 

He had turned Sasha into this. Hardened. Jaded. Cynical. 
A sharp-edged replica of that carefree, happy boy. 

He swallowed hard, took a moment to gather the words 
and then stepped farther into the room. “Sasha.” Needing 
the man to look at him, he reached for Sasha’s shoulder. 
“pp” 


“| had planned to suck off Radcliffe earlier tonight,” 
Sasha said, sharp and dismissive, cutting him off. Thomas’s 
arm dropped to his side. “But | found the notion lost appeal. 
| still remember how you taste. How could | forget, given the 
number of times | swallowed your seed. Not that you ever 
returned the favor.” 

He winced, ashamed of himself. “I’m sorry for that as 
well.” How had he ever once earned Sasha’s love? He had 
done nothing to deserve it, that was for certain. All he had 
done was take and give nothing in return. 

Sasha turned and crossed his arms over his chest. He 
arched a brow. “You're sorry?” 

Thomas nodded. He read the distrust, the doubt in 
Sasha’s beautiful features. The narrowed light blue eyes. 
The hard set of his jaw. The cynical curl of his upper lip. 

He took a step closer, closing the remaining distance 
between them. Sasha stiffened but didn’t move away. 
Slowly, ever so slowly, Thomas lowered his head, his gaze 
locked with Sasha’s. “I’m sorry,” he repeated in a hoarse 
whisper. Then he pressed his lips to Sasha’s. 

Heart slamming high and hard against his ribs, he 
wrapped his arms around Sasha’s waist. Pulled him close 
until the full length of his body was pressed against his. 
Every fiber of his being pleaded for Sasha to respond to him. 
He needed to taste his sweet sighs, to feel his body yield 
into his. But Sasha’s arms remained crossed over his chest. 

“Please,” he begged against that hard mouth which held 
a distinct lingering hint of whisky. 

Sasha stared up at him, an immovable wall of well- 
earned resistance. 

Without giving it a second thought, Thomas dropped to 
his knees and reached for the placket of Sasha’s trousers. 

Confusion and shock flashed across Sasha’s face then 
vanished, replaced once again by that jaded facade. He 
adjusted his stance, spreading his legs a bit and dropping 
his arms to his sides. A wavy chunk of his blond forelock 


hung over his brow as he regarded Thomas. “Have you ever 
sucked a cock, Bennett?” 

Not Thomas, but Bennett. 

Tugging the placket free of its buttons, Thomas nodded. 

“How many times?” Sasha asked, more accusation than 
question. 

He reached inside, hand closing around Sasha’s semi- 
erect prick. “Four.” A byproduct of one of his futile attempts 
to forget Sasha. 

“Let’s discover if you are any good, shall we?” 

He deserved this. Deserved every bit of Sasha’s disdain. 
He couldn’t deny it hurt, but he also would not let Sasha 
push him away. 

Resolve in place, he opened his mouth, took Sasha inside 
and was rewarded with a hitch in Sasha’s breaths. So faint 
he would not have heard it if his senses were not fully 
focused on the man. As it was, he heard it loud and clear. A 
sign Sasha wasn’t as unaffected as he appeared. 

He didn’t linger. Didn’t take even a moment to savor his 
first taste of Sasha’s silken skin. He sank all the way down 
until the dark blond hair on Sasha’s groin tickled his nose 
then drew back. Gripping the base, he pumped in 
counterpoint to the strokes of his mouth. 

Everything he had ever denied Sasha, he’d now give him 
and more. Whatever the man wanted he could have. 
Anything. If it stood him a chance at earning Sasha’s 
forgiveness. 

Sasha’s cock hardened, lengthened. The head of his cock 
bumped the back of his throat. Thomas swallowed down the 
impulse to gag and, sucking harder, worked the length in 
and out of his mouth. A hint of salt and bitter sweetness 
teased his tongue, flooding his senses. 

His heart clenched as desire flowed through him, heating 
his skin and settling in his groin. He wanted to pull Sasha 
into his arms, strip the man bare, have him beneath him as 


he should have been four years ago. Yet he stayed on his 
knees. 

Pulling back a bit, he glanced up. Sasha’s jaw was set in 
a hard line, his eyes closed tight, arms locked to his sides. 
Thomas suckled the crown, flicked his tongue against the 
sensitive underside. Sasha’s breaths stuttered again, but 
those long lashes stayed pressed against his cheekbones. 

No, he would not allow Sasha to block him out. 

Determination pushed him to his feet. He unbuttoned his 
navy coat and waistcoat, shrugged them from his shoulders. 

“Obviously you’re in need of more practice—” frustration 
rode behind Sasha’s voice, “—if this is how you leave your 
unfortunate partners.” His lashes swept up. Sasha’s eyes 
flared, then he went utterly still as Thomas pushed his own 
trousers down his hips. 

Thomas whipped his cravat from his neck, whisked his 
Shirt over his head, kicked his trousers and shoes free of his 
feet. Bare as the day he was born, he met Sasha’s gaze. 
“You can have anything you want from me.” He fought the 
urge to clench his hands, to give away any trace of the 
nervousness that gripped him. “Anything, Sasha.” 

The shock vanished. Sasha’s eyes narrowed, the light 
blue depths hard chips of ice. “Turn around.” 

Swallowing hard, Thomas did as Sasha commanded. A 
hand pushed on his back, nearly shoving him toward the 
bed. He reached the side but just as he was about to lift a 
knee onto the mattress, Sasha grabbed his hips, held him 
still. 

“Right here.” That hand pushed on his back again. “Bend 
over, Bennett.” 

From the corner of his eye, he saw Sasha reach into the 
bedside table drawer. His fingers clutched the white sheet. 
He had a fair idea what Sasha was after in that drawer. He 
shut his eyes and focused on trying to calm his pulse that 
skittered frantically through his veins. 

“Anything? Even this?” 


Oil-slicked fingers swept over his most intimate flesh. 
Somehow he kept from jerking away. If this was what Sasha 
wanted from him, then he would do it. And he couldn’t deny 
it was more than fitting Sasha would be his first. 

He bowed his head. “Yes, Sasha. Anything you want from 
me.” 

“Gained a fondness for buggery, have you, Bennett? | 
should send the Americans my thanks.” 

One finger breached his entrance. A wince flickered 
across his brow at the strange sensation. Sasha worked his 
finger in and out, paused to rim the perimeter and then 
plunged back inside. 

Not at all how he had imagined this night would end. 
Bent over the side of Sasha’s bed, fully exposed to the 
man’s gaze, limp cock dangling between his legs. Not a 
single kind word from Sasha’s lips. He felt distinctly used, as 
if Sasha were punishing him. Felt the anger in the hard push 
as a second finger joined the first. 

The stretching lance of pain brought him to his toes, his 
body instinctively tightening against the intrusion. 

With those two fingers buried deep, Sasha pressed on his 
lower back with his other hand, pushing him back down. 
Kicked at one of his ankles. “You’re too damn tall,” he 
grumbled. 

Thomas shifted, widening his stance and bending his 
knees a bit to accommodate the differences in their 
respective heights. Sasha’s hands abruptly left him. A thin 
stream of cool, viscous liquid hit the crease of his arse. He 
gave a start then locked his muscles, kept himself still. 
Sasha swiped up the oil, pushed two digits back inside. In 
and out, stroking deep. A slick, wicked glide. The strange 
sensation shifted to oddly intriguing. The urge to push back, 
to get... more, like a need to scratch an itch just out of reach, 
rose within. 

Then those fingers were gone again, leaving him aching 
for more. A proprietary hand settled on his hip. A blunt 


pressure pushed against him, hard and insistent. 

He clenched his jaw, stifling the grunt before it could 
work its way out of his throat. Holy...he// that hurt. 

Cold sweat pricked his bare skin. Pain swamped his 
senses as what could only be Sasha’s cock pushed inside 
him. 

Sasha abruptly went still. The hands on his hips briefly 
tightened, fingertips digging into his skin, and then gentled. 
Sasha shifted behind him. Soft linen tickled his back. 

“Relax for me.” The words were whispered against his 
shoulder blade. 

He curled his toes against the cold floorboards, then tried 
his best to will the tension from his body. He could do this. 
He would do this for Sasha. 

“That’s it. Let me in, Thomas.” Sasha’s murmur was low 
and intimate, more breath than sound. 

Slowly, ever so slowly, Sasha pushed forward, until the 
hair on his groin pressed against Thomas’s arse, until he 
filled him completely. 

For a long moment, neither of them moved. 

He felt the barely perceptible tremor in the hands on his 
hips. The sounds of his own rapid, pulling breaths beat 
against his ears. Bloody hell, had the man’s cock tripled in 
size? Thomas concentrated on slowing his breaths, 
lengthening each exhale. The sharp sting began to recede, 
giving way to a tiny hint of pleasure so small he wasn’t sure 
if it was truly there or if he wanted this to feel good so badly 
he conjured that trace of pleasure from will alone. 

Lips brushed his shoulder blade, pressed light kisses to 
his skin. “All right?” 

Thomas nodded once. 

“Are you certain?” 

At his second nod, the tickle of linen left his skin as 
Sasha pushed upright. Then Sasha pulled back. The 
overwhelming sense of fullness eased only to return again 
as he began a rhythm of short, slow strokes that 


approached gentle, tempting Thomas to believe Sasha was 
showing him some care. A tiny bit of hope sparked. Hope 
that perhaps Sasha understood, that he grasped the 
significance behind his willingness to give the man his very 
self. 

With each thrust, the pleasure built, seeping into his 
veins, drawing his ballocks up tight. His world narrowed to 
the cock in his arse and his own hardening between his legs. 
Before he was aware of it, he bumped back into the next 
thrust. “More,” he gasped. 

With a groan, Sasha met him and then some. Each hard 
thrust made him beyond desperate for another. And 
another. 

Sasha shifted, changing the angle of his strokes. 
Thomas's eyes flew open and he let out a grunt as intense 
pleasure shot through his body. A compact, wickedly potent 
burst that shook his knees. Followed by another and 
another, as the head of Sasha’s prick repeatedly hit that 
spot inside him. 

He felt the heat from the man’s body a second before 
Sasha covered him. Harsh, whisky-soaked breaths puffed 
past his shoulder. One of the hands on his hips slid down, 
wrapped around his hard cock. Sasha’s grip was firm and 
achingly familiar, fingers closing securely around his length. 
Two strokes, and the orgasm rushed through him, engulfing 
his senses. 

A shout filled his ears. His own, Sasha’s? He hadn’ta 
clue. He could only gasp against the near blinding surge of 
sensations as Sasha came inside him. 

Sasha slumped against his back. His arms wrapped 
around Thomas’s waist, cheek pressed against his shoulder 
blade. Hot panting breaths fanned his sweaty skin. 

Hanging his head, Thomas struggled to catch his breath. 
“Oh...Christ, Sasha,” he murmured, barely able to form his 
mouth around the words. 


Abruptly the heat and comforting weight of Sasha’s body 
left him. He winced as the man pulled free, leaving him 
acutely aware of the throbbing ache in his arse. Definitely 
going to be sore tomorrow. 

He heard the creak of floorboards, the clink of glass 
against glass, the splash of liquid. Trepidation tightened his 
gut yet he forced himself to look over his shoulder, to not be 
a coward. 

Sasha stood before the dresser. A flush stained his high 
cheekbones. He had repaired his trousers though his 
clothing was distinctly wrinkled. The ends of his tousled 
forelock just grazed his eyes but couldn’t hide the absolute 
lack of warmth in those light blue depths. A chill swept over 
Thomas. 

Sasha took a long swallow of whisky. His gaze settled on 
Thomas's arse. “Mighty nice view.” 

Acute embarrassment washed over him. Heat rushed to 
his face. He quickly pushed up from the bed and turned 
around. 

The cold, lascivious glint left Sasha’s eyes. His features 
hardened. “I trust you can find your way to the door.” 

Thomas cringed. Now that was pain. 

“Sasha, please, if you'll but—” 

“The door, Bennett.” 

“Just grant me a moment—” 

“Leave.” 

“Please, | beg you—” 

“Damn you, leave!” 

The shout smacked against Thomas’s chest, pushing him 
back a half step, his calves bumping into the bed. 
Frustration threatened to overwhelm him yet he pushed it 
down. No use at all getting into an argument with Sasha, 
and especially not now. It would only serve as fodder for the 
man’s anger and push him farther away. 

Without another word, Thomas quickly gathered his 
clothes from the floor. Though it was the last thing he 


wanted to do, he left the bedchamber, closing the door 
behind him, and went out into the corridor to dress. Thank 
heaven Sasha’s servants had gone home for the night. The 
last thing he needed was for a maid to find him tugging on 
his clothes right outside her master’s bedchamber. 

He let out a sigh as he pulled on his trousers. Perhaps 
sex had not been the best idea, but he’d been desperate to 
do something to prove he had changed. He had hoped that 
if words could not sway Sasha then perhaps intimacy could. 

Obviously it hadn’t done a thing to breach the wall Sasha 
had erected against him. 

He put on his coat and did up the buttons. He’d give the 
man some space. Fall back on time. In a few days, he would 
seek out Sasha again. And he wouldn’t stop until the man 
heard him out. 


The very faint click of the front door closing reached 
Alexander's ears. He flinched. The old pain that had once 
almost destroyed him began to well up inside. But if he 
hadn't practically shoved Thomas out the door, the man 
would have soon left of his own accord. Would have walked 
away from him, just as he once had done. 

Hand curled tightly around the glass, he brought it up, 
downing the remaining whisky in one swallow. 

“Goddamn him!” 

He flung the tumbler toward the marble hearth. Glass 
shattered, the sound cracking through the room. But it 
offered not even a drop of relief against the brutal riot 
within. 

He crossed the short distance to the bed and sat down 
on the edge of the mattress, the sheet on either side of his 
hips still rumpled from Thomas’s hands. Bowing his head, he 
speared his fingers into his hair. Squeezed his eyes closed 
tight. 


“You're a bloody bastard.” A bloody selfish, cold bastard. 
Self-disgust and shame clashed with the anger churning 
through his veins. Anger not only at Thomas but at himself. 

He let out a low growl, the sound the embodiment of 
frustration. Of course Thomas would have been a virgin. A 
part of him had known it the moment the man had stood 
bare before him. The slight waver in his voice as he had 
offered himself to Alexander had all but confirmed it. Yet 
what the hell had Alexander done? 

Hard and sharp, he shook his head. A wave of dizziness 
flooded his mind. He gripped his skull tighter, willed the 
lightheadedness away. If only he could lay the blame on the 
copious amount of whisky he’d poured down his throat that 
night, but he knew better. He knew exactly where the blame 
lay. 

Always fucking pushing for more than he should. 

Teeth gritted, he punched the mattress at his hip then let 
out a heavy exhale. His shoulders slumped. 

So bloody be it. Thomas would have left anyway. Better 
now than later. He had not meant anything to Thomas then, 
and all tonight proved was Thomas’s need to assuage his 
guilt. 

That was all. Nothing more. Took four years, but the guilt 
had finally caught up with Thomas. Still... 

The sounds of Thomas’s gasps for more, the memory of 
warm bare skin beneath his hands, the aching vulnerability 
in those dark eyes, the soft press of his lips against 
Alexander’s... 

Need tugged at his chest, pulled at his heart, whispered 
that those apologies had been far more than mere words. 
That Thomas had, in fact, returned to London for— 

No! 

He pushed up from the bed and whipped the shirt that 
still held the faint scent of Thomas’s body over his head. He 
might not be proud of himself, but he had done the right 
thing. Thomas had once almost destroyed him. He severely 


doubted his ability to survive a repeat. And if nothing else, 
at least he needn’t worry about having to face the man 
again. Tonight had effectively assured that Thomas would 
not come knocking on his door again. 


Chapter Six 


For what must have been the tenth time that evening, 
Thomas looked over his shoulder to the tall clock in the 
corner of his mother’s drawing room. In a matter of minutes 
the butler would announce that supper was served. All of 
the guests would proceed into the dining room ina 
particular order arranged by his mother. All of the guests 
save the one who had not yet arrived. 

He’s not coming. 

The last thread of hope slipped away. 

Thomas kept the disappointment from rounding his 
shoulders. He had known the possibility of Sasha accepting 
the invitation had been more than slim. Downright 
nonexistent. 

Yet he had not been able to resist asking his mother to 
send an invitation to his old friend from Oxford. He had done 
his best to hide the significance of the request, to act as 
though it had merely just occurred to him at that moment. 
Clearly he had succeeded more brilliantly than he could 
have hoped, for his mother had not even felt the need to 
inform him of Sasha’s refusal. 

And Sasha had been sent an invitation. He knew it 
without a doubt, for he had lingered in his mother’s sitting 
room, feigning interest in a book by Cooper and watched 
from the corner of his eye as she’d sealed that invitation 
and written Mr. Alexander Norton on the outside. 

A supper party to celebrate his return to London, and the 
sole reason why he had returned had refused to attend. 

He turned his attention back through the window of the 
drawing room. Cold seeped through the panes. Small 
raindrops from the recent light rain still clung to the glass, 
partially obscuring his view of the street outside his parents’ 


town house. But the view didn’t matter. Nor did it seem to 
matter to his mother or father or his two brothers or their 
vaunted guests that he’d stood alone at this window for the 
past ten minutes. Their idle chatter washed over his 
shoulders. He had endured their questions, their polite 
inquiries into his time in New York and their false pretenses 
of happiness to have him back in London in time for the 
Christmas Season. He knew he himself meant little to them. 
He was merely a prop, an excuse for the evening’s 
gathering, and he’d already served his purpose. If he left 
now, he doubted anyone would notice. 

Tempting notion indeed, to silently slip out the door, but 
if nothing else he couldn’t fool himself into believing they 
would not notice his empty place at the dining table. At 
least one person would remark upon it, and then he would 
have to endure his mother’s ire over the embarrassment. 

He was stuck at this house for the next few hours. Stuck 
sitting through inane conversations and countless courses 
when he had absolutely no appetite at all. When all he 
wanted was to seek out Sasha. 

The light tinkle of a bell cut through the chatter behind 
him. 

He kept the resigned sigh inside. He knew his duty and 
was well acquainted with what was expected of him. The 
ability to bow his head and fall into line was a skill mastered 
long ago. 

Pasting on a polite smile, he turned and stepped from the 
window. 

His mother moved about by the open double doors 
leading to the dining room, organizing her guests into pairs 
before proceeding into supper. Clad in a deep amber gown, 
her smile was gracious and accommodating as she led a 
young lady—he couldn’t recall her name—to his younger 
brother’s side. The young lady seen to, his mother swept 
her gaze over her remaining unpaired guests. She caught 


Thomas’s eye. At the little flick of her perfectly coifed dark 
brown head, he crossed to her side. 

“Thomas, would you please do Miss Miller the honor of 
escorting her into the dining room?” 

He tipped his head. “It would be my pleasure to have the 
company of such a charming young lady.” 

Miss Miller batted her lashes as she placed her hand on 
his proffered arm. Her little giggle grated across his nerves. 

He kept the smile in place and gestured toward the 
dining room with his free hand. “Shall we?” 

They followed the other guests and took their places at 
the long mahogany table, the silly Miss Miller seated at his 
right. The chit immediately launched into a discussion of the 
weather. Thomas did his duty, nodding every time she 
paused to take a breath, and tried not to reach too quickly 
for his glass once a footman filled it with Bordeaux. 

He had stayed away from Sasha the entire week 
following their...encounter at the man’s town house. Gave 
Sasha time to get acquainted with the notion that he had 
returned for him. Time for the man’s anger to recede. An 
absolutely wasted effort, given the way Sasha had cut him 
at every available opportunity since. For the past week, he 
had tried to get Sasha alone. White’s, various balls, three 
different gambling hells and several calls to the man’s town 
house. No doubt about it. Sasha did not want to speak to 
him. 

How unfortunate for him, because Thomas would not 
announce defeat. At least not yet. The time lingering along 
the perimeter was over. He refused to let the Christmas 
holiday come and go without having an honest-to-God 
conversation with Sasha. Tomorrow he’d seek out Sasha and 
force the man to acknowledge him. 


The blunted steel tip of a blade briefly touched his chest. 
Alexander immediately took a step back, dropping his foil to 
his side. 

Robert Anderson had bested him again. Ah well. At least 
he had lasted a good ten minutes. Quite an 
accomplishment, given Anderson’s skill with a foil and the 
fact the man was almost a half a foot taller than himself. 

With a tip of his head, Alexander saluted his opponent. 
“Good bout.” 

“Indeed.” Anderson passed a gloved hand across his 
brow, swiping at a bead of sweat. “Your feints have become 
mighty good. Almost had me there a time or two.” 

He arched a brow. “Perhaps someday | will have you.” 

A short chuckle rumbled Anderson’s broad chest. A rare 
smile tipped the edges of his mouth. “I think not.” 

His confidence that Alexander would never have him—in 
any fashion—came through loud and clear. Anderson might 
not prefer men, but Alexander knew with certainty that 
Radcliffe did. Preferences aside, the two rakehells were the 
best of friends, and as such, Alexander never braced for a 
blow if he made a comment that could hold another, far 
cruder meaning. Not that he held that sort of interest in 
Anderson, but it was entertaining to prod him every once in 
a while. 

“Anderson,” Radcliffe shouted from the other side of the 
fencing hall. “Have you finished playing over there?” 

“Impatient whelp,” Anderson murmured, though the 
smile still tipped the edges of his mouth. With a shake of his 
head, he rolled his eyes. “I'll be there momentarily,” he 
called back to his friend. Then he turned his attention back 
to Alexander. “What do you say to spending Christmas 
evening with some friends? Radcliffe’s decided to host a 
Small dinner party tomorrow complete with plum pudding, 
roasted goose and perhaps a game or two after.” 

Alexander doubted any games played at Radcliffe’s 
would include the typical holiday variety of Shoe the Wild 


Mare or Bob Apple. At any other time of year, he’d jump at 
an offer to attend a party at Radcliffe’s. But a holiday dinner 
party? He made it a point to avoid those, regardless of the 
host. Though he enjoyed the balls and routs prevalent in 
December, he preferred to ignore the fact they were given 
in celebration of the holiday season. “Thank you for the 
invitation, but | regret | must decline. | have other plans for 
the evening.” Plans that included spending the Christmas 
evening alone, avoiding the dinner his family usually hosted 
and drinking himself into a numb stupor, as he had done for 
the past four years. 

“Ah well. You will be missed. If your plans change, feel 
welcome to stop by the house and join us. The usual lot 
accepted. Should be an interesting night.” With that, he 
went to join Radcliffe. 

The back of Alexander’s neck pricked with awareness. 
His pulse picked up a gait. He made to look over his 
shoulder but stopped himself just in time. If Thomas was in 
the fencing hall, as Alexander was fairly certain he was, 
then so be it. Didn’t matter one whit to him. 

But damnation, Thomas was persistent. At first Alexander 
had thought he had succeeded in driving him away, but 
starting a week ago, the man had shown his face at least 
once a day. And so far, Alexander’s maid had reported three 
separate calls from Mr. Thomas Bennett. He suspected there 
had been a fourth and fifth call, both after his servants had 
left for the night, but Alexander had chosen to ignore those 
particular knocks on his front door. Just as he would ignore 
Thomas now. 

Slashing his foil through the air, he glanced about the 
hall. Anderson and Radcliffe had started their bout. Perhaps 
he’d join the small group of onlookers. He scowled. No, he 
wasn’t of a mood to stand idly by. Tension gripped his 
muscles, stringing them taut. He gave his wrist another 
quick flick. 

“Are you in need of a sparring partner?” 


Thomas’s deep voice washed over him, so close 
Alexander almost started. He had to be but a couple of 
paces behind him. 

Annoyance surged through him, and under it was a trace 
of...satisfaction? He scowled again. No, he could not 
possibly be pleased that Thomas had tracked him down at 
the fencing academy. 

Holding tight to his anger, he dropped his arm to his side 
and turned to face Thomas. “Are you offering up your 
services?” 

“Yes, if you'll have them.” 

“Are you certain you’re up to the task?” 

Thomas nodded. “Quite certain.” 

“Been engaging in a bit of sport with the Americans, 
have you?” 

“No.” He met Alexander’s gaze, the dark depths of his 
eyes somber yet determined. “But | remember how to wield 
a sword. Not something one tends to forget, amongst other 
things.” 

Alexander didn’t think on the decision. He simply made 
it. With his own weapon, he gestured toward the row of foils 
hanging at the ready on the nearby wall. “Let’s see if you’re 
still any good, shall we?” 

The instant the question left his mouth he wished he 
could snatch it back. He//, he turned into a bloody bastard 
whenever he was around Thomas. Fortunately, Thomas 
didn’t appear the least discomposed over the reminder of 
Alexander’s poor treatment of him. With his chin up, 
Thomas moved toward the foils, stoically bearing 
Alexander's abuse, yet again. 

Thomas removed his brown coat, hanging it on an empty 
hook, and rolled his shirtsleeves to his elbows, exposing his 
strong forearms. After a moment’s consideration, he 
selected a weapon. Testing its strength and flexibility, he 
pushed the tip to the wall, the blade curving in an elegant 
arc. Then he slashed into the air. 


Seemingly satisfied, he stepped from the wall, stopping a 
couple of paces before Alexander. “Best of five touches to 
the chest is declared the victor?” Thomas asked, citing the 
rules they had used at Oxford. 

Thomas’s fawn waistcoat stretched across his broad 
chest as he lifted his sword and moved into en-garde 
stance, knees slightly bent and weight rocked back onto his 
left foot. The image was a vivid reminder of the many times 
he and Thomas had tested their skills against each other 
during those two months at university. 

Alexander snapped himself from the memories. “Yes, 
best of five,” he replied, saluting Thomas and moving into 
position. He would not think about the boon the victor had 
claimed, or how many times he had happily allowed Thomas 
to claim it. In any case, given the number of hours 
Alexander had spent in this hall, he knew his skills had 
progressed considerably since then. If they were to play by 
all of their old rules—not that Alexander wished to in any 
way, he did not want anything more to do with Thomas, 
after all—then he felt confident he had a fair chance of 
Thomas dropping to his knees in celebration of Alexander’s 
victory. 

Someplace Thomas had been but a fortnight ago, his 
mouth sliding up and down Alexander’s prick for the first 
time. Hot and wet, a luscious drag along his length... But 
Alexander had had to ruin it, hadn’t he? 

A fresh wave of self-disgust slid over him. 

Jaw clamped together, he forced his attention back to the 
present. He took a deep breath and on the exhale tried to 
will the anger and shame and frustration from his body. If he 
wanted a shot in hell of besting Thomas, he needed to 
remain coldly in control, every sense focused on the weapon 
in his hand and the movement of his opponent’s blade. And 
carelessness could lead to injury. 

Another deep breath. His gaze narrowed to the length of 
steel in Thomas’s hand. Then he nodded, signaling to 


Thomas that he was ready to begin. 

The moment Thomas advanced, Alexander lunged 
forward, aiming for a low-inside attack, hoping to use 
Thomas’s height against him. Thomas’s blade whooshed 
through the air, knocking Alexander’s aside. Refusing to 
retreat, Alexander pressed forward. 

Steel clashed against steel, again and again, each blow 
lightning-quick. Thomas’s eyes were narrowed in 
concentration, his muscles bunching and flexing with each 
efficient movement. Yet his speed didn’t quite match 
Alexander’s memories. His reflexes were a hair’s breadth 
slower, the confidence in his blade not as pure as it once 
had been. Perhaps their years apart weren’t all for naught. 

No! 

Nothing good had come out of those years. Nothing at 
all. 

The blunted tip of Thomas’s foil touched his chest. 

Damnation! 

Alexander kept the growl inside and immediately 
dropped back. With a tip of his head to Thomas to 
acknowledge the point, he moved back to en-garde position. 

He didn’t wait for Thomas to advance. As soon as the 
man was ready, Alexander moved toward him. Smacking his 
blade against Thomas's, he tried to use a beat to force an 
opening. With a deft counter-parry, Thomas deflected the 
attack. Before Alexander could recover, steel touched his 
chest yet again. 

A growl rumbled his throat. Bloody hell! 

They both moved back. Thomas wasn’t even winded, yet 
Alexander’s breaths came hard and fast, muscles fairly 
vibrating with tension, with the need to spring into action 
and vent this...this riot within. 

A curt nod from him, one from Thomas, and Alexander 
sprang forward, fully on the attack. He feinted, low and to 
the inside, as if going for a repeat of his opening attack. But 
Thomas’s foil was already there, up high, to block his. Steel 


clashed. Their blades locked together, Thomas’s face mere 
inches from his. 

“I never forgot you.” Thomas spoke softly, barely loud 
enough to reach Alexander’s ears. Yet the regret in his 
voice... 

With a hard jerk, Alexander pulled back to free his blade, 
to put the distance he desperately needed between them. 

A wince crossed Thomas’s features. His left hand came 
up to briefly touch his jaw, his fingertips leaving a smear of 
crimson blood in their wake. 

Remorse slammed into Alexander. Good God. His 
stomach dropped like a leaden weight. He had cut Thomas 
with his blade. 

Horrified, Alexander opened his mouth, the apology on 
his tongue. But the true hurt, more than mere physical hurt, 
in the dark depths of Thomas’s eyes had Alexander’s jaw 
Snapping shut. 

Thomas had no right to that hurt. No right at all. He 
wasn’t the one who had been left alone in that stable yard. 
He wasn’t the one who had been abandoned. 

Alexander tossed his foil to the ground. The clang of 
metal on wooden floorboards echoed off the high ceiling of 
the hall. “The victory is yours. I’m late for an appointment.” 

And with that, he turned on his heel. Left Thomas 
standing alone, the hurt written all over his handsome face. 


Chapter Seven 


The faint click as Alexander set his wine glass on the dining 
table seemed unnaturally loud, the sound taking 
exceedingly long to fade into nothingness. It made him 
acutely aware that he sat alone at his own table. And it 
made him feel rather pathetic at that. But it was the least of 
his worries at the moment. 

Four years ago tonight, he’d held a freshly broken heart 
in his chest. The wound so new, so raw, the pain had been 
all he could think about. His family merry and lively at 
Christmas Eve dinner, and Alexander fighting with all his 
might to keep the tears from falling. He couldn’t even 
remember the excuse he had used to remove himself from 
the table before the pudding had been served. 

Footsteps approached the dining room. Alexander went 
still, fork poised over his plate. His pulse sped up, his heart 
leaping into his throat. Those footsteps grew louder, then 
his footman passed the open doorway and continued down 
the corridor toward the back of the house. 

With a shake of his head, Alexander let out a huff of self- 
disgust. He’d left the dining room door open for a reason. 
The room was on the ground floor, paces away from 
entrance hall. If it had been him, Alexander would have 
heard the knock on the front door. 

Enough. 

He set his fork beside his barely touched plate and 
pushed from the table. He left the dining room yet paused 
at the foot of the steps and glanced to the front door. But he 
resisted the urge to go hide himself at some gambling hell 
and forced his feet to take him up the stairs. 

He found the fire already lit in the study and the drapes 
pulled tight to keep out the cold winter night. He made a 


point of closing the door behind him. His servants had 
already been notified that he was at home if Thomas 
Bennett called tonight. No need to keep an ear attuned to 
the entrance hall like some sort of lovelorn chit waiting for 
her beau to call. When Thomas arrived, his servant would 
show him to the study, just as they would for any other 
caller. 

After grabbing the decanter and tumbler from the 
console table, he sat in one of the leather armchairs and 
settled in for the wait. 

The worry that Thomas wouldn’t knock on his door 
tonight flittered through his head. Alexander pushed it 
aside. 

Odd, that he could be so certain the man would show 
himself, when he’d been so certain but a fortnight ago that 
Thomas would never return to London. That he would never 
see him again. 

Thomas would show, and when he did Alexander would 
not be a bloody bastard. The man deserved an apology— 
Alexander owed him an apology...more than one, in fact— 
and Thomas would get them. Might not be an easy 
conversation, but it was the gentlemanly thing to do. 
Nothing more than that. One did not nick another with a foil 
and then stomp away like a disgruntled, spoiled adolescent. 
Alexander wasn’t fifteen anymore...though he would not be 
Surprised if Thomas now doubted that fact. He was a man of 
three-and-twenty, and it was about time he behaved like 
one when it concerned Thomas. 

A light, rapid tap filled the air around him. He glanced 
down and stilled his leg. With another shake of his head, he 
poured a glass of whisky. 

Yet as he sat there, the room quiet and still about him, he 
couldn’t help but be reminded of the last time he had 
waited for Thomas Bennett. And how that wait had been in 
vain. 


Thomas stopped before the tidy, brown-brick town house 
and pulled out his pocket watch, angling the face to catch 
the moonlight. Ten past nine. He didn’t know when Sasha’s 
servants left for the evening, but based on his calls over the 
past week, he surmised sometime between nine and half- 
past nine. The time of day did not seem to matter one bit 
though. Midafternoon or late in the evening, each call had 
had him turning away from that front door without even a 
glimpse of Sasha. 

He tucked his watch back into his waistcoat pocket. 
Perhaps he should have let Sasha win the bout, or at least 
let him get in the first touch. Fencing never used to be 
about competition. It had been something they did together, 
for the mere enjoyment of spending more time with each 
other. And, Thomas suspected, the means to provide the 
excuse Sasha had first used to move their relationship 
beyond kisses and scandalous touches. 

“Let’s make it interesting, shall we?” The memory of 
Sasha’s voice echoed in his head. He could almost feel the 
heat of Sasha’s body as the man had stepped closer to 
whisper, “Loser sucks off the victor.” 

At the time, he had told himself he had won that bout in 
record time out of a reluctance to put his mouth on another 
man’s prick, not because he’d wanted Sasha’s on his. 

Fool. 

A fool who had been more than willing to continue 
playing by Sasha’s terms. 

But today’s bout had borne no resemblance to the ones 
from years ago, when Sasha had eagerly allowed Thomas 
the wins. Maybe a victory today for Sasha would have 
earned Thomas a bit of goodwill from him. Anything to help 
him breach the formidable wall Sasha had erected against 
him. 


As it was, Sasha had turned away from him yet again 
that afternoon at the fencing hall. His eyes cold and hard, 
his spine ramrod straight. A sight Thomas had come to 
expect. 

Still, it had hurt. 

Letting out a weary sigh, he surveyed Sasha’s front door. 
One more time. He’d knock once more on that door. And if 
Sasha refused to see him yet again, then he would accept 
the man’s wishes. Accept defeat and return to New York. 
Alone. 

The expected pain gripped hold of his heart. Suppressing 
a wince, he walked up to the door. 

But what if Sasha wasn’t at home? He couldn’t forget the 
image of Sasha standing with Anderson at the fencing hall, 
the line of his shoulders comfortable and easy and without a 
trace of the tension that gripped his muscles whenever 
Thomas had tried to speak with him. The faint smile on the 
other man’s mouth, the familiarity in his gaze. Tall and 
strong, handsome and confident, Anderson was a rake of 
the first order, just like Radcliffe. Had Sasha sucked him off, 
just as he had done with Radcliffe at some point? One didn’t 
plan to meet another in a gazebo on a whim. Sasha had 
obviously been with Radcliffe in the past, and perhaps even 
since Thomas had returned to London. 

How many men had walked through this door over the 
last few weeks? Over the last four years? 

Jealousy, thick and viscous, seeped into his gut, backed 
with a heavy measure of regret. 

Sasha could have been his and only his, but Thomas had 
given him up. What he wouldn’t give to go back and give his 
younger self a swift smack upside the head for even 
thinking about walking away from Sasha. 

He had been such a coward. 

And now Sasha was a different man than the one from 
four years ago. The young man Thomas had known then 
would have never given his favors so freely. But if Thomas 


was indeed one of many to have stood on this spot, then it 
was his own damn fault. 

He lifted his arm and knocked on the door. 

Was it truly too late for them? The damage done long 
ago and irreparable? 

He should have come back sooner. He should have never 
left. 

The muffled sounds of footsteps approached. Thomas 
willed away the surge of anticipation. Likely just a servant. 

The door opened, proving Thomas correct. 

“lam here to call on Mr. Norton. Is he at home?” he 
asked, bracing for the refusal. 

The maid nodded. “Yes, Mr. Bennett. Mr. Norton is at 
home.” She opened the door wider. 

Thomas blinked. He gathered his wits and stepped into 
the entrance hall. Had Sasha truly not been at home all 
those other times he had called? Or had the man finally 
deigned to see him? 

Or perhaps Sasha merely wanted to tell him to his face to 
stop knocking on his front door. 

“May | take your coat?” the maid asked. “Mr. Norton is in 
his study.” 

After relinquishing his greatcoat to the woman, he 
followed her up the stairs. A navy-and-cream-patterned rug 
covered the steps, muffling their footsteps. The walls were 
paneled in rich mahogany and graced with quite a few small 
oil paintings in gilded frames. He briefly wondered how 
Sasha could afford such a house. Most young gentlemen in 
London living on their own resided in bachelor’s apartments. 
Either Sasha had proved himself an astute businessman 
over the last few years, or his parents had been very 
generous. 

Likely the latter. Socially he and Sasha came from similar 
families, though Sasha’s parents’ wealth far eclipsed his 
own. Even when Sasha had been but nineteen, he’d had his 
own team and racing curricle. 


The memory passed through him. So brief yet 
bittersweet. Of chill wind blowing across his cheeks, the sun 
overhead, and Sasha’s hand wrapped tight around his prick, 
urging him toward a climax. 

The maid pushed open the study door. Thomas tipped his 
head to her and crossed the threshold, stopping a few paces 
inside the room. 

“Is there anything | can get you or your guest, Mr. 
Norton?” she asked. 

Slouched in an armchair near one of the tall bookcases 
lining the wall, Sasha shook his head. It looked as though he 
had abandoned his coat long ago. The garment, with one 
sleeve turned inside-out, covered an arm of the leather 
couch. The cravat beneath his jaw was near undone, and his 
shirtsleeves were rolled halfway up his forearms. “That will 
be all.” 

“A good evening to you.” She bobbed a short curtsey and 
turned. 

The door snapped shut. 

“You're goddamn persistent, you know that?” Without 
waiting for an answer, Sasha downed the last splash of 
amber liquid within his tumbler. Then he reached for the 
half-empty bottle on the side table and poured another 
glass. 

“Yes. And are you foxed?” 

Another long sip from that glass. “Not yet.” 

Sasha rested the tumbler on the arm of the chair, his full 
attention on the liquid within. He had yet to look to Thomas 
since he had walked into the room. The flicker and play of 
the firelight from the candle on the side table highlighted 
the pale blond strands in Sasha’s golden hair. A small furrow 
pulled between his brows, his mouth drawn in a hard, firm 
line. A mouth that had once felt soft and warm and pliant 
beneath Thomas’s. Not a hard kiss of anger, but the soft 
kiss of one who had given his heart to another. 


Perhaps it was truly too late for them, but Thomas didn’t 
regret trying. He’d had to return. To try to come back for the 
man he had never stopped loving. 

With a bright smile and an offer to sit beside him in their 
first history lecture, Sasha had stolen that first piece of his 
heart. Every moment with him had not been long enough. 
And their first kiss... Thomas had sworn something had 
settled into place inside of him. Sasha’s lips on his, the 
man’s arms around his neck, his body pressed full against 
him—the very definition of perfection. On some level, 
beneath the worries and fears, he had known even then that 
was where he belonged. 

Where they belonged. Together. 

He could feel the promise of them. Knew with a certainty 
more solid than fact that they were meant to be together 
forever. He could almost see them, gray-haired and faces 
lined with age, sharing a supper at some tavern in the 
country. Completely content because they had each other. 

Maybe that was why he had run so fast and so far away. 
He should have known better than to fight himself. To take 
even one step away from the promise of such perfect 
happiness. But based on Sasha’s continued ice-cold 
attitude, it looked as though Thomas’s once desperate 
hopes to wipe away all traces of that promise had finally 
come to fruition. 

Who would have guessed he would have succeeded so 
admirably? 

With a tired shake of his head, he dragged his palm 
across his jaw and flinched as he snagged the scab that had 
already formed. 

“My apologies for that.” 

His attention snapped back to Sasha. 

Lashes grazing his high cheekbones, he continued to 
study the contents of his glass. “It was not intentional.” 
Those long, light brown lashes lifted. Sasha’s gaze went to 
his jaw before flickering up to very briefly meet his. 


Thomas tipped his head in acknowledgement of the 
apology. “Understood. One doesn’t pick up a foil unless he’s 
willing to bear a few marks.” He took a deep breath, 
gathered his courage. He couldn’t very well stand there all 
night. “Do you have any intention to accept my apology? To 
actually forgive me? | am truly sorry. | never meant to hurt 
you.” 

“You're sorry? You never meant to hurt me? That’s all? 
And you expect forgiveness?” 

Thomas shook his head. No, that wasn’t all. Not even 
close. But before he could give voice to another word, Sasha 
slammed his glass down. Liquid splashed from the tumbler, 
spraying the polished mahogany surface of the side table. 

“You /eft me!” Sasha’s voice slashed through the air. “| 
goddamn begged you to stay with me, and you wouldn’t 
even stay the night when | offered you a room of your own. 
Did you think I had plans to attack you? Force myself on 
you?” 

“No, of course not.” Absolutely ridiculous notion. He 
outweighed Sasha by a good three stones of muscle and 
had five inches of height on him. 

A fact Sasha illustrated when he shot to his feet. “Then 
why wouldn’t you walk through the front door? Was the 
thought of being with me that horrible?” 

“No, no. That wasn’t it at all,” Thomas said, rushing to 
correct him. Was that what Sasha had believed all this time? 
“|I wanted to be with you. Desperately. But...I—I...” The 
words stuck in his throat. He ducked his head, dragged his 
hand over his eyes and forced the truth out. “I was scared.” 

“Of what? Me?” Sasha asked, as though the very notion 
defined absurd. 

“Of us,” he admitted. 

Sasha gave his head a hard dismissive shake, mouth 
pulled in an ugly line. “Do you believe it was easy for me to 
love you? | would have done anything for you, and you—you 
kept me at arm’s length. | had to push, to cajole, to get 


every kiss, every touch from you.” The words slammed 
against Thomas harder than physical blows, battering his 
chest. “Yet still, | trusted you. Never doubted you when you 
gave me plenty of cause.” 

“l'm sorry.” 

“Stop saying that!” 

“But it’s true.” Then he added in a whisper, “I never 
deserved you.” 

“No, you didn’t,” Sasha snapped with a conviction that 
could not be denied. “I stood in that stable yard in the dark. 
Alone. For what felt like hours. Believing you’d come back.” 
He advanced, closing the distance between them, his 
beautiful features contorted with four years’ worth of pent- 
up rage and pain. “And you didn’t come back for me. Do you 
have any notion of what that felt like? | loved you!” 

Sasha threw back his hands, as if to pummel Thomas in 
the chest. 

He didn’t brace for the impact. He merely held Sasha’s 
gaze, those light blue eyes that had once looked on him 
with such unabashed adoration. “Go ahead. Hit me. | 
certainly deserve it.” 

He stood there and waited for the blows to fall. A willing 
object for Sasha to vent his fury upon. 

With a low growl, Sasha turned on his heel, showing 
Thomas his back. 

Loved. Past tense. Sasha didn’t love him anymore. 

Hands clenched at his sides, Sasha stopped before the 
side table. Thomas heard the long inhale fill his lungs then 
the whoosh of the even longer exhale, the air stuttering the 
faintest bit. 

“Why now?” Sasha asked, the thick fury almost 
completely gone. “Why did you wait so long to return to 
London?” 

“To return to you,” he corrected. “Because | had 
convinced myself that what I felt for you was wrong. You 
were the first man | kissed, the first man | even 


contemplated being with. I’d noticed men before, but it was 
nothing compared to how | felt about you. Yet | believed 
those feelings were wrong.” 

“And what do you believe now?” 

“Love cannot be wrong.” 

“It took you four years to come to that conclusion?” 
Sasha turned back to face him. 

“You never contacted me, never wrote me. Nothing for 
four bloody long years, Thomas.” 

It didn’t escape his notice that Sasha had called him 
Thomas and not Bennett. 

“I know. I’m sorry. | should have written you, but...but | 
was trying so damn hard to forget you. | thought if | put 
enough distance between us, if | worked myself until | could 
barely stand, if | accompanied my uncle to parties and 
danced attendance on young ladies, that it would make 
what | felt for you go away. Never did. | went to a brothel 
and paid a ridiculous sum for the most beautiful woman in 
the house. Complete disaster. Should have saved myself the 
money. When | could deny the truth no more, when | finally 
accepted that | preferred men, | even tried to replace you. | 
spent some time with a gentleman who owned a jewelry 
shop around the corner from the hotel. It felt right to be with 
him, but at the same time so very wrong because he wasn’t 
you.” Letting out a sigh, Thomas rubbed the back of his 
neck, trying to gather his thoughts. Wouldn’t do to ramble 
on. “The relationship served a purpose, though. It confirmed 
that | belonged with you. So | made the decision to book 
passage on a ship to England. | could have sent a note, but | 
was too impatient. | had it stuck in my head that | couldn’t 
allow another holiday to pass without seeing you. | was well 
aware of the distinct possibility that you would turn me 
away, but | had to try.” 

For all of that, he received an elegantly arched eyebrow 
from Sasha. “A jeweler, Thomas?” 


“He was a nice man, an understanding one at that. When 
| informed him I was leaving for London, he told me he knew 
| was going back for someone. And don’t scowl at me. You 
were planning to entertain Radcliffe the night | returned.” 

Sasha rolled his eyes. “He’s just a good friend. Nothing 
more. He doesn’t know how to stay in one man’s bed 
anyway.” 

That provided some measure of relief. At least Sasha 
wasn’t in a relationship with the man. But... “Have there 
been other good friends?” He winced as soon as the words 
left his mouth. “Never mind. | don’t have the right to ask 
that question.” 

“No, you don’t.” Sasha crossed his arms over his chest. 
“How long do you plan to remain in Town?” 

“That depends on you.” 

Sasha let out a little huff of disbelief. “Doesn’t your uncle 
expect you back at some point?” 

“I told him | would send a letter if | decided not to return. 
He’s aware of the possibility that | might remain in England 
indefinitely.” 

He had saved a nice sum while working in New York, but 
it wouldn’t last forever. He’d eventually need to seek 
employment, but he wasn’t certain what he would do if he 
remained in London. One term of university did not serve as 
any means of recommendation, but he did have family 
connections. If he couldn’t find anything on his own, he 
knew if he asked for assistance in procuring a position, he’d 
likely receive it, for no other reason than to keep up 
appearances, though he’d rather not have to resort to that. 

The fire popped and crackled, the coals shifting on the 
grate, the sound loud in the quiet room. Thomas fought the 
urge to shift his weight. The time had come. He needed to 
discover his fate, to find out once and for all if he had 
indeed been too late. “I want to remain with you, if you'll let 
me. If you would have me back, | will never leave you again. 


If you’ll just tell me what will it take for you to forgive me, I'll 
do it. Just name it. Anything at all.” 

For many long moments, silence filled the room. Thick, 
excruciating, terrible silence. 

“| don’t know if | can forgive you.” 

Thomas heard the truth in Sasha’s quiet voice, read it in 
his solemn gaze. And it cut deep to the bone, to Thomas’s 
very soul. 

It was over. Done. 

He had been too late. 

He needed to step away from Sasha. Leave the man in 
peace and make arrangements to catch the next ship back 
to New York. 

It took every bit of effort within himself to turn and make 
his feet move toward the door. 

“Leaving me again?” 

The taunt snapped against Thomas’s retreating back, 
pulling him to a stop. Dropping his head, he closed his eyes. 
“| don’t know what else to do,” he said, voice cracking 
under the threat of imminent tears. He cleared his throat 
but it didn’t do a bit of good. “Perhaps | need to accept that 
some things are not meant to be, no matter how much you 
love someone.” 

He did not need to hear the creak of the floorboards to 
know Sasha was approaching. He somehow felt the man’s 
presence coming closer. That sense of warmth, of home, 
that only belonged to Sasha. 

A hand touched Thomas's forearm. The gesture so 
familiar it made his heart ache with the knowledge he would 
never feel Sasha’s hand on him again. 

Agony ripped across his chest, yanked the breath from 
his lungs. A tremble racked his knees. Somehow he 
remained on his feet. 

If Thomas had once caused Sasha to feel even a trace of 
this agony... 


No wonder the man could not find it within himself to 
forgive him. 


Chapter Eight 


Thomas lifted his head. The tears that filled his eyes sliced 
into Alexander’s heart, making it nigh impossible to keep 
clinging to that old hurt. 

“I’m sorry, Sasha. I’m sorry | was weak. I’m sorry | wasn’t 
strong enough to stay with you. I’m sorry | ran like a coward. 
For what it’s worth, | loved you then and | love you now.” His 
lashes swept down on a harsh wince. A single tear slid down 
his cheek. “I’m sorry | hurt you. You did nothing to deserve 
it.” 

All of the doubts, the fears that Thomas would leave him 
again, slipped away, sliding into oblivion as if they had 
never existed. 

Nothing would ever be able to fully take away the 
memory of the pain. One simply did not forget a thing like 
that. But Alexander found it no longer mattered. That was 
the past, and he couldn’t continue to punish Thomas for 
something the man had done when he’d been but an 
adolescent. 

They had both been young. Both impetuous in their own 
way. Back then, he had even suspected that fear had driven 
Thomas away from him. Odd how the years had dimmed 
that revelation, turning it inconsequential when compared to 
his own hurt. But when forced to face it again, to see the 
regret slide down Thomas’s cheek, to hear it, the weight so 
heavy his voice had broken under the strain... 

Alexander did the only thing he could do. He wrapped his 
arms around Thomas’s waist, held him close. Thomas bowed 
his head, tucked it against Alexander’s neck, hiding his face. 
Yet Alexander could feel the warm moisture against his jaw 
and the tremors rack Thomas’s powerful body. 

“Apology accepted,” he murmured into Thomas’s ear. 


Thomas’s breath caught. Then those strong arms were 
holding Alexander close once again. 

Alexander nuzzled his ear, dragged his mouth across 
Thomas’s wet check, across the faint raspy stubble of his 
evening beard, found his lips and kissed him. 

The years vanished. 

Sensation crashed over him, filling his entire body, his 
heart and his soul. 

He was back where he belonged. 

He had never stopped loving Thomas. He had buried it, 
refused to acknowledge it for so long. But the truth was he 
still loved the man. Had carried that love with him for the 
last four years. It was the reason he never wanted anything 
more than casual liaisons with others. Why he had pulled 
away the moment he’d felt another inching over that line, 
even nudging against more than casual. 

His heart had known all along that there would be no one 
else for him but Thomas. 

Their tongues twined together, decadent and luxurious, 
yet he felt that trace of hesitancy behind Thomas'’s kiss. 
Alexander deepened the kiss, trying to wipe away that 
Shade of uncertainty. 

“I will never leave you again,” Thomas whispered 
hoarsely against his lips. 

“I know.” Lifting up onto his toes, he tried to nip at 
Thomas’s bottom lip, needing the man’s mouth on his 
again. 

Yet Thomas stayed just out of reach. Alexander adored 
Thomas's height, the way he stood taller than most every 
gentleman in a room. But sometimes the man was too damn 
tall. 

“On my honor. Never again.” Thomas’s dark eyes bored 
into his, pleading with him. 

Alexander reached up with one hand to cup Thomas’s 
jaw. “I know. | believe you.” 


Relief washed over Thomas’s handsome features, yet the 
hesitation still remained in the depths of his eyes. “Will you 
take me back?” 

“Of course. | never forgot you either.” 

And Thomas’s mouth was on his once again. Alexander 
held on tight to Thomas’s neck as Thomas kissed him with 
an urgency, with a need, that left his head spinning. 

He tilted his head back as Thomas trailed kisses along his 
jaw, pausing to tug his cravat free before pressing more 
kisses along his neck and up to the sensitive spot behind his 
ear. A Shiver of delight racked Alexander’s senses. 
Gooseflesh pricked his skin. Tilting his hips forward, he 
rubbed against Thomas, the rigid length of his cock 
dragging across Thomas’s. Blatant, raw lust spiked the 
sweet delight. 

A groan rumbled from Thomas’s broad chest. Large 
hands drifted down to splay over Alexander’s arse. Rough, 
ragged breaths fanned across Alexander's ear, tickling the 
sensitive shell. “Good God, | want you, Sasha. Please say 
yes.” 

“Will a hell yes suffice?” 

“More than suffice.” 

Thomas dragged his lips across Alexander’s cheek. A 
hair’s breadth from reaching Alexander’s mouth, he lifted 
his head and glanced about. A furrow marred his brow. 

Alexander was just about to tug on Thomas’s shoulders, 
to pull the man’s focus back on him, when the source of that 
furrow occurred to him. “Upstairs. My bed.” 

Thomas nodded. Stepping back, he grabbed Alexander's 
hand and made to leave the study. 

The loss of Thomas’s strong body against his dimmed the 
lust in his veins just enough for him to remember the vow 
he had made to himself as he’d sat in the chair, waiting for 
Thomas to call. 

He planted his feet to the floor. Thomas could have easily 
pulled him along, but he didn’t. He stopped and turned to 


him. 

“I haven’t changed my mind,” Alexander said, hoping to 
reassure Thomas, to ease that flash of concern in his eyes. 
“I just... You have my apologies for...” He lifted one shoulder 
in a mockery of a casual shrug. “For how | treated you a 
fortnight ago. I’m rather ashamed of myself.” 

“It’s all right. | understand, and | understood at the time. 
| deserved your disdain.” 

Alexander shook his head. “But definitely not vented in 
such a manner. It was the first time you allowed another to 
take you, was it not?” 

Thomas nodded. 

“| suspected as much, yet still...” Another shake of his 
head. “I should not—” 

“Apology accepted. No need to discuss it any further. 
Though I do wish you would have accepted the invitation to 
supper last week. | missed you. You made social functions 
bearable, and without you, it was...well, tedious does not 
even begin to describe it.” 

“I thought you enjoyed functions, or at least didn’t much 
mind them. You always fell so neatly into line.” 

“Because | used to focus on what | believed was the right 
thing to do, but I’ve found it’s more important to focus on 
what feels right, if that makes any sense at all. And no 
matter what others might believe, you feel right to me, 
Sasha.” 

Staunch, upright Thomas was no longer concerned with 
falling into line? Alexander couldn’t help but feel happy for 
him. “Well, if it is any consolation, you aren’t the sole reason 
| refused the invitation. | don’t much care for supper parties 
during the holiday season. Balls and card parties are one 
thing, but suppers? Much too festive, and there’s no escape 
to the card room. The Christmas Season isn’t my favorite 
time of year.” 

“ym” 


“Please don’t apologize again. You’ve done enough of 
that already to last for a good long while.” 

“You will let me know when that long while has expired?” 

Alexander let out a short chuckle. “Yes. And I’d hazard a 
guess l'Il feel a hell of a lot better to you when we move 
upstairs.” 

A smile spread across Thomas’s face. “Come along, 
then.” 

He tugged on Alexander’s hand. This time Alexander 
eagerly followed him, only to bump into the man’s back 
when they reached the foot of the steps. 

“Upstairs, Thomas.” He pushed on Thomas's brown- 
coated back with his free hand, but the man didn’t budge an 
inch. “First door on the left.” 

“| haven't forgotten.” Thomas looked over his shoulder 
and lowered his voice. “Have your servants retired for the 
night?” 

“Yes.” He certainly would not have shouted at Thomas 
earlier in the study if he had any concern his servants were 
still within earshot. “They usually leave by nine, but | told 
the maid | was expecting a caller and to wait until you 
arrived. Didn’t want to risk missing your knock.” He pushed 
again on that broad back. “Now up.” 

Seemingly satisfied, Thomas finally went up the stairs. 
There was not even a hitch of a hesitation in his long strides 
as he approached the door, pushed it open and strode into 
Alexander’s bedchamber. 

The fire was already lit, casting a weak golden glow 
around the hearth, and the coverlet pulled back, but... He 
pulled his hand free of Thomas’s. “Need to light a candle.” 

After grabbing the candlestick from the bedside table, he 
lit it from the hearth then placed it back in its spot. He did 
not want any detail shrouded by shadows. 

The bedchamber door clicked shut. 

Pulling his loose cravat from his neck, he turned from the 
bedside table. Thomas stood just inside the room, his intent 


gaze locked on Alexander. The cut of his bland, brown coat 
did nothing to mask the strength of his shoulders or the 
width of his chest. A substantial erection tented the placket 
of his trousers. 

A pinch of apprehension invaded Alexander’s belly then 
flared up his chest. 

Hell, he felt like he was nineteen again. 

But he was no longer an ignorant virgin. He knew what to 
expect, and he wanted it. Wanted Thomas. His bare body 
covering him. His mouth on his. Those strong arms holding 
him tight. To finally have the night they had never had. And 
Christ, it wasn’t as if it would be their first time together. 
Yet... 

He gave Thomas a smile, hoping it would mask the 
nervousness that gripped him. 

Calm and secure, an answering smile curved Thomas's 
mouth as he crossed the room. “I love you.” 

Those three words flowed over him, easing the tightness 
in his chest. He had been correct all those years ago. 
Thomas would make tonight wonderful. “I love you, too.” 

Thomas stopped before him. Cupping his jaw, he brushed 
the pad of his thumb across Alexander’s bottom lip. “But we 
can wait if you’d wish.” 

“| don’t want to wait.” 

“Neither do I,” he replied softly, before claiming 
Alexander’s mouth in a searing hot kiss. 

Alexander worked his hands between their bodies, made 
quick work of the buttons of Thomas’s coat and waistcoat 
and pushed them from the man’s shoulders. Reached up to 
tug on the knot of his cravat and pull the long length of 
fabric from his neck. There would be plenty of opportunities 
to linger later. Right now, Alexander wanted Thomas naked. 

The strokes of Thomas’s tongue against his slowed, 
becoming more soothing than needy, the frantic edge 
Slipping away. 

Alexander lifted onto his toes, trying to deepen the kiss. 


That delicious mouth left his. 

A growl of frustration shook Alexander’s throat. 

“There’s no reason to rush. None at all,” Thomas 
murmured. 

Shaking his head, he reached for Thomas’s neck, intent 
on dragging the man’s lips back down to his own. “I want 
you. Now. Please.” 

“Sasha.” Large hands bracketed his jaw. “Sasha,” he 
repeated, this time quieter, softer, his breath a whisper 
across Alexander’s mouth. His eyes were heavily-lidded, the 
dark depths filled with unquenchable desire, yet his voice 
held limitless patience. “We have all night. We have forever. 
| want...” His lashes swept down. “I’ve dreamed of nothing 
but you for years. | don’t want to miss a moment of 
tonight.” Those dark eyes met Alexander’s once again. 
“Indulge me, please?” 

How could he refuse such a plea? Alexander nodded. “All 
right.” His hands closed into fists over the collar of Thomas’s 
shirt as he resisted the urge to try to rip the garment from 
his lover’s body. “But...b/oody hell, | want you.” 

The edges of Thomas’s mouth kicked up in a rueful smile. 
“If it’s any consolation, the feeling is quite mutual.” 

Slowly, ever so slowly, Thomas finally lowered his head 
again. Brushed his lips across Alexander’s. Light and gentle, 
as if it was the first kiss of the night. As if it was their first 
kiss. 

For a moment, he was back under that old tree at Oxford. 
The air thick with the scents of dried leaves and dewy grass, 
the dark shadows cloaking them in a world all their own. 
The anticipation roaring through his veins momentarily 
paused, like a jump suspended in midair, as the touch of 
Thomas's lips against his permanently imprinted itself on his 
senses. 

Just as he had done then, Alexander gave in, stopped 
pushing for more and let Thomas lead. Simply soaked up 
the sensations as he let the man kiss him as he pleased. 


Lips slid over his own in a gentle drag, then a hot tongue 
tickled the seam of his lips. Alexander eagerly opened for 
Thomas. He could do nothing but cling to Thomas’s neck as 
the deep, thorough strokes of Thomas’s tongue absolutely 
ravished his senses. 

After he did not know how long—a few minutes, an hour, 
he hadn’t a clue—Thomas broke the kiss. Eyes blazing with 
passion, Thomas reached for the top button on Alexander’s 
waistcoat. He swore he could hear the soft swoosh of fabric 
as, one by one, the buttons were slipped from their 
moorings. Alexander’s breaths came so short and so fast he 
was practically swaying on his feet as his lover took his time 
divesting him of each piece of clothing. The last button 
released, and his waistcoat was pushed from his shoulders, 
falling to the floorboards. Fingertips grazed his sides in a 
teasing hint of a caress as Thomas pulled his shirt up and 
over his head. Alexander pushed his hair out of his eyes and 
watched Thomas tug on the placket of his trousers. Fabric 
shifted across the hard arch of Alexander’s erection, 
threatening to pull a moan from his throat. A welcome draft 
of cool air hit his skin as Thomas pushed the trousers down 
Alexander’s hips. Soft wool swooshed down his legs. He 
kicked the garment free of his feet, leaving him standing 
bare before Thomas for the first time. 

At barely five feet seven, he was well aware he couldn’t 
even come close to rivaling Thomas’s impressive frame. He 
had some muscles, but standing in front of Thomas right 
then he felt downright scrawny. Lifting his chin, he prayed 
with all his might that Thomas liked what he saw. 

He felt the heat of Thomas's gaze as it swept over his 
body. A drop of fluid dripped from the tip of Alexander’s 
achingly hard cock. 

Slowly, Thomas reached out. Placed a hand on his chest, 
directly over his heart. A quiver shook Alexander’s body. 

“You are the most beautiful man | have ever laid eyes 
on.” 


A thin whimper slid past Alexander’s lips. And then 
Thomas’s mouth was on his again, those strong arms pulling 
him close to the man’s powerful body. 

He felt the faint tremor in Thomas’s hands as his lover 
caressed every inch of skin he could reach, branding 
Alexander with his touch. Thomas’s need for him was so 
strong he could taste it, and the man’s deliberately 
unhurried pace somehow increased the intensity tenfold. 

Each slow sweep of Thomas’s palms down his back, over 
the curve of his arse, fingertips dipping in to graze the 
crease, made him feel cherished, treasured, wrapped in 
love. Lips trailed over Alexander’s jaw, down his chest and 
abdomen as Thomas dropped to his knees. The man 
pressed his cheek to Alexander’s lower belly. White-shirted 
arms came around his upper thighs, held him tight. 

“I’ve missed you so much,” Thomas whispered hoarsely, 
hot breath tickling his skin. 

Alexander’s heart slammed against his ribs at the raw 
honesty in Thomas’s voice. “I’ve missed you, too. More than 
you could possibly imagine.” The years had been so lonely, 
so empty without Thomas. He’d had his friends, but not 
even the whole lot of them could take the place of the first 
and only man he had ever loved. 

Thomas nuzzled Alexander’s belly, then he pulled back, 
took hold of Alexander’s cock and flicked his tongue over 
the head, lapping up the droplet of fluid. 

Lust raced down Alexander’s spine, drawing his ballocks 
up tight. That tongue darted out again and again, lavishing 
the crown with attention, until his skin glistened with 
moisture. Then he finally opened his mouth wide, took him 
inside. 

Alexander threaded his fingers into the soft, chestnut 
strands of Thomas’s short hair. He tried to savor Thomas’s 
mouth on his prick. Tried not to push into each plunging 
stroke. But it was Thomas’s mouth on his prick. His firm lips 


sliding up and down his length. His tongue finding the most 
sensitive spot under the crown. 

He tugged on Thomas's hair. “No more. | want... I—l want 
you inside me. Can’t wait another moment.” 

In a long, slow, luscious drag that threatened to pull the 
orgasm from Alexander, Thomas pulled free. One final flick 
of his tongue over the small slit in the head, and he got to 
his feet. 

Alexander yanked on the placket of Thomas’s trousers, 
tugged on the string of his drawers, shoved the garments 
down the man’s hips. Lifting up onto his toes, he slanted his 
lips across Thomas’s. Sucking on Thomas’s tongue, he 
closed his hand around his lover’s cock. 

Thomas gasped into Alexander’s mouth. 

“The bed,” Alexander urged, stroking the length, the skin 
soft and smooth and backed by iron. “Please, Thomas.” 

The next thing he knew, he was flat on his back, the soft 
mattress beneath him. Thomas shifted, coming up onto his 
knees above Alexander. In one quick motion, he whisked his 
shirt over his head, revealing the impossibly broad expanse 
of his chest, then he dropped down onto his elbows. 
Alexander pulled those wet, reddened lips down to his. 
Thomas’s tongue met his, urgent and demanding. His knees 
came up to bracket Thomas’s waist. Nothing had ever felt so 
absolutely right in all his life than to have the heavy weight 
of Thomas's body covering his. 

He swept his hands along the strong line of Thomas’s 
spine, to the sleek curve of his lower back, and held on 
tight. Muscles bunched and flexed beneath his hands as 
Thomas moved against him in an unmistakable rhythm. His 
hips bumping against Alexander, his cock rubbing along 
Alexander’s spit-slicked length, blazing hot skin sliding 
against his bare skin, Thomas’s mouth devouring his, 
ratcheting the lust and passion pounding through 
Alexander’s veins to unbelievable heights. 


But that wonderful weight left him as Thomas pulled 
back. Panting hard, he glanced to his right and left, then 
stared down at Alexander. “I...ah... Do you have...?” 

He understood at once what Thomas could not quite ask. 
“Yes. Bedside table. Second drawer.” He tipped his head to 
his right. 

Thomas nodded and reached into the drawer, retrieving 
the glass bottle of oil. After quickly slicking his cock, he 
leaned right again, as if to put the bottle back, yet paused. 
With a small shake of his head, he instead opened the bottle 
again, poured a generous amount on to his fingers. 

Oiled fingers probed behind Alexander’s ballocks. One 
finger eased inside him, slow and gentle, tentative. 

Grabbing hold of Thomas’s broad shoulders, he pulled his 
knees to his chest, fully exposing himself to Thomas. “Yes. 
More.” Another digit joined the first. “Yes, yes.” The words 
tumbled from his mouth. 

Thomas’s hair stuck up at odd angles, disheveled from 
Alexander's greedy hands. Lips slightly parted, lashes 
lowered, his gaze was locked between Alexander’s legs as 
he prepared him with slow strokes. “You're so tight, Sasha,” 
he murmured, filled with awed wonder. “So hot.” 

Alexander arched up, wanting more. Needing more. 
Pleasure coursed through him as Thomas stroked deeper. A 
climax began to gather low in his belly, sensation tightening 
ever tighter. “Enough. I’m ready. Please.” 

Those fingers left him. Thomas leaned down, bracing 
himself on one arm above him. Yet Thomas paused once 
again. A little furrow creased his brow. “I don’t want to hurt 
you,” he murmured. 

“You won't.” 

The head of his cock grazed Alexander’s entrance. A 
wicked, light tease. Needing so much more than just that 
tease, he tried to tug Thomas closer, but the man refused to 
budge. Beyond desperate, he tried another tactic. He 
pushed. “Sit back on your knees.” 


Amazingly, Thomas complied. 

Alexander quickly scrambled up to straddle Thomas’s 
lap. “Hold your cock steady.” 

Hands braced on Thomas’s shoulders, he lowered. The 
head slid along his crease. He adjusted the angle of his hips 
and pushed down. 

A moan rumbled his throat as the crown breached his 
entrance, stretching him wide. He stopped for a moment to 
catch his breath, to push back the climax. Once he was 
assured he wouldn’t come all over Thomas’s stomach—at 
least not yet—he lifted up a tiny bit and then lowered all the 
way down, until he was impaled on the full length of 
Thomas’s thick cock. 

“See,” he managed to get out between heavy breaths, 
“you didn’t hurt me at all.” 

He slowly pulled up and then sank back down. A long, 
Slow drag that lit up every nerve in his body. 

“Oh, bloody hell.” 

A curse from Thomas Bennett’s lips? Curious as to what 
other curses he could pull from Thomas, Alexander rotated 
his hips, tightening his inner muscles and grinding against 
him. 

A full body tremor shook Thomas. His eyes widened. 
“Fuck!” 

“Exactly,” he said, not bothering to hide the smug tone. 
He repeated the motion. 

The large hands that had moved to hold Alexander’s arse 
tightened, stilling him. “You’re wicked,” Thomas gasped. 

Leaning closer until the hard wall of Thomas’s chest met 
his own, Alexander wrapped his arms around Thomas’s 
neck. “And I’m all yours.” 

Thomas’s growl was lost in their kiss. Thrusting up, he 
guided Alexander’s hips in counterpoint, picking up a 
luxurious rhythm that robbed Alexander of all rational 
sense. With each stroke, he swore Thomas pushed even 
deeper within him. Pleasure soaked his senses, so intense 


and so potent. A strength, a purity he had only felt with 
Thomas. 

The soft hair on Thomas's chest rubbed against his as 
they moved together toward completion. He pressed even 
closer, trapping his leaking prick between their bodies, 
desperate for the friction. 

He felt Thomas’s muscles draw tight, his chest heaving 
with each heavy breath, his skin beading with sweat. 

“I’ve never...” Thomas gasped against his lips. “Not with 
another. Only with you, Sasha. Forever only you.” 

The confession was Alexander’s undoing. A climax 
slammed through him, drenching his senses in absolute 
bliss. He slanted his mouth harshly over Thomas's as seed 
shot from his cock, slicking Thomas’s abdomen. Thomas 
thrust up, hard. His hands gripped Alexander’s arse hard 
enough to leave bruises. A feral groan shook Thomas as he 
came, buried hilt-deep within Alexander. 

Resting his forehead against Thomas’s shoulder, 
Alexander sagged against him, boneless and drained. 
Thomas wrapped his arms around his back to hold him in 
the most comforting embrace. 

They stayed that way for many long moments. If 
Alexander had his wish, they would have stayed locked 
together all night. But then Thomas gathered Alexander in 
his arms and gently laid him back on the bed. The mattress 
shook as Thomas stretched out beside him. For the first time 
in his life, Alexander snuggled up to a man’s side in bed. He 
wanted every bit of intimacy he could have with Thomas. 
Everything the man could give him. 

Heat poured off Thomas’s body, warming him more 
effectively than a blazing hot fire. The soft comb of 
Thomas’s fingers through his hair lulled his senses. His eyes 
began to drift shut. 

“What time do your servants arrive in the morning?” 

“Around eight.” 

“| should leave before then.” 


“You don’t need to. The guest bedchamber is down the 
corridor. Just slip in there before dawn and no one will be the 
wiser. My cook makes delicious kippers and eggs,” he 
added, lifting his head to look at Thomas. His servants 
would not be surprised to find a guest in the house, though 
he decided it best to keep that to himself. In any case, from 
here on out, the only guest who spent the night under his 
roof would be Thomas. 

“If the invitation includes breakfast...” Thomas said, with 
a teasing, sated smile. “I’d be more than happy to stay.” 

The thought of breakfast turned his mind to his dinner 
plans for the morrow, or rather lack thereof. “Does your 
family expect you for dinner tomorrow evening?” 

Thomas shrugged. His fingers drifted down to 
Alexander’s back to trace the line of his spine. A light, 
teasing touch that made Alexander’s toes curl. 

“| expect they’re planning a meal, but they have not 
mentioned it. Haven’t been by the house in over a week.” 

“Will you have dinner with me? It won’t be a grand affair. 
Just the two of us at the table, and | doubt my cook can 
work wonders on short notice. So don’t expect a dozen 
courses. But I'd like to have Christmas dinner with you.” He 
wanted to replace the old memories that had cast a pallor 
over the holiday season with a new one. One that included 
the man who loved him in return. 

“Yes,” Thomas said with a smile. “I would like that above 
all things.” 

Happiness rushed through him, light and bright and 
absolutely perfect. Alexander shifted up, until he was fully 
draped across Thomas's chest, thighs bracketing his lover’s 
waist. He was surely grinning like a fool, but he did not care 
in the slightest. “I love you.” 

“Love you, too,” Thomas whispered an instant before he 
claimed Alexander’s lips in a kiss that held far more than 
the promise of forever. 
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